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ABSTRACT

COMBATING CHURCH TRADITION: FREEING THE CHURCH TO REACH ITS
COMMUNITY FOR CHRIST

J. David Reid
Liberty University Baptist Theological Seminary, 2014
Dr. Charlie Davidson, Mentor

It appears that many American Protestant churches have plateaued and are declining.
Although there may be numerous reasons for this phenomenon, one reason is that churches
appear to be losing their effectiveness in reaching their communities. An examination of this
failure is essential to identify steps necessary in moving churches back to their roots of fulfilling
the Great Commission. This project is designed to assist churches in moving from
ineffectiveness to vibrancy and transformative power. Such churches are transformational. They
set the stage for God to transform lives. The research for this project will be accomplished
through documentary analysis and through surveys, of a minimum of fifty pastors and lay
leaders, to determine the effectiveness of churches at reaching their target communities. The
result will be a biblically- based model for pastors and lay leaders to begin the journey back to
being a transformational Church.
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INTRODUCTION

A simple examination of society reveals that American culture has taken a dramatic shift
in recent years. Twenty years ago, American society was much different than it is today. People
had a different sense of right and wrong, a higher standard of morality, and a greater faithfulness
to church attended church. However, in recent years, there has been a significant shift. According
to a recent Gallup poll, since 2001 there has been a 19% swing in favor of gay or lesbian
relations being morally acceptable along with 15% more individuals agreeing that having a baby
outside of marriage is acceptable. 1 Coinciding with these changes in morality is a drop in church
participation. Churches are simply not having as much spiritual impact on the surrounding
culture. One of the best ways to determine a church’s effectiveness at reaching the culture is
through the number of baptisms. 2 According to the North American Mission Board, “From
1950-2011 Southern Baptists baptized an average of 379,711 people annually. Only twice during
that time did the numbers dip more than 10 percent below that average. But in 2012 the decline
was 13 percent off the average--the worst drop in 62 years.” 3 What makes these statistics even
more staggering is the fact that there are significantly more members in the Southern Baptist
Conventions today. According to Thom Rainer, “in 1948, we only had 6 million members.
1

Gallup, "In U.S., Record-high Say Gay, Lesbian Relations Morally Ok," www.gallup.com/poll/162689/
record-high-say-gay-lesbian-relations-morally.aspx. (accessed January 10, 2014).
2

Thom Rainer, “Thomrainer.com,” Where Have All The Baptisims Gone?, June 8, 2013, accessed January
10, 2014, http://thomrainer.com/2013/06/08/where-have-all-the-baptisms-gone/.
3

North American Mission Board, "Pastors' Task Force To Address Declining SBC Baptism Trend,"
www.namb.net/nambblog1.aspx?id=12884907302&blogid=8589939695, (accessed October 10, 2013).
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Today we have 16 million members. We are reaching less people for Christ, even though we
have 10 million more members than we did in 1948.” 4 It seems clear that the church is becoming
increasingly ineffective at reaching and influencing the culture with the transforming power of
the Gospel.
Using the metaphor of Jesus in Matthew 5:14, the church is the “Light of the World.” Just
as the bright lights of a city on a hill pierce the darkness for miles in all directions, so also does
the church that is transforming the culture with the Gospel of Jesus. Unfortunately, it appears
that the light of the church has become so dim that it has lost its ability to direct people out of
darkness. Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is to study this shift in cultural ineffectiveness, to
search for reasons the light has become so dim, and to propose practical steps to help churches
once again become that city on the hill that draws people out of the darkness and toward the light
of Jesus Christ.

Statement of Problem
As has already been shown, the impact of churches on the surrounding cultures has
become increasingly ineffective over the years. The brilliance of the light of the world has
become hazy. To add to this problem, each younger generation seems to be increasingly less
interested in the church. According to research done by the Barna Group, the comparison
between older generations and younger generations is confounding. “The younger the
generation, the increasingly post-Christian it is compared with its predecessors. Nearly half of
Mosaics (48%) qualify as post-Christian compared with two-fifths of Busters (40%). One-third
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Thom Rainer, "Where Have All The Baptisms Gone?" www.thomrainer.com/2013/06/08/where-have-allthe-baptisms-gone/ (accessed October 10, 2013).
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of Boomers (35%) and one-quarter of Seniors (28%) are post-Christian. These patterns are
consistent with other studies that show the increasing percentage of “Nones” among younger
generations.” 5 In other words, those ages 18-28 are becoming non-affiliated with any religion.
As the culture shifts away from Christianity, the brilliant light on the hill becomes fainter and
weaker.
The effect within the church is just as alarming. According to the Barna Group,
“Attendance at a church service in any given week has declined among self-identified Christians
by nine percentage points since 1991. Now only a minority of this group – 47% – can be found
in church events during a typical week.” 6 This phenomenon continues to increase exponentially
with the younger generations. Britt Beemer found that of the “20 to 29-year-old evangelicals
who attended church regularly but no longer do so: 95% of them attended church regularly
during their elementary and middle school years, 55% attended church regularly during high
school, 11% were still going to church during college.” 7 Churches are losing their own children
at a startling rate. To add to the problem, according to Thom Rainer, “only 15 percent of the
Millennial generation, born from 1980 to 2000, are Christians.” 8
At this rate, the effectiveness of the church’s ability to impact culture with the Gospel of
Jesus Christ is reaching epidemic rates. The church simply is not having the same effectiveness

5

Barna Group, "How Post Christian Is America?," entry posted April 15, 2013, www.barna.org/barnaupdate/culture/608-hpca#.UIQ0GTXh04, (accessed October 8, 2013).
6

Barna Group, "Barna Study Of Religious Change Since 1991 Shows Significant Changes By Faith
Group," entry posted August 4, 2011, http://www.barna.org-update/faith-spirituality/514-barna-study-of-religiouschange-since-1991-shows-significant-changes-by-faith-group#.UIQdtWTXh04, (accessed October, 8, 2013).
7

Ken Ham, C. Britt Beemer, and Todd A. Hillard, Already Gone: Why Your Kids Will Quit Church and
What You Can Do to Stop It (Green Forest, AR: Master Books, 2009), 31.
8

Thom Rainer, "A Humble Plea for Church Revitalization," entry posted June 3, 2013,
www.thomrainer.com/2013/06/03/a-humble-plea-for-church-revitalization, (accessed September, 28, 2013).
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on culture as it once did. If things remain the same and churches cease to influence this rapidly
changing younger culture, it appears that many churches will close their doors within the next 20
years. Churches must begin to ask, “What must we do to change this trend?” Is the answer in
church planting? Is it church revitalization? Is the answer the same for any church desiring to
reach people with the transforming message of the Gospel?
This thesis will begin to ask those questions and examine the problem every church must
face if they want to reach the culture for Christ. It will also look at Biblical mandates, wrestle
with needed change, and finally, make suggestions for action, so once again the church can
become the city on the hill that pierces the darkness and reaches the culture with the lifechanging message of the Gospel of Christ.

Statement of Limitations
This thesis will not attempt to be an exhaustive answer to a complex problem, nor will it
seek to answer every question a church must face as it moves forward in reclaiming ground
Satan has captured. Each church must understand the specific culture surrounding it and
determine the best and most effective ways to reach the unchurched, those who do not go to
church, with the light of the world. Challenges that arise during such a church transformation
will be numerous. This thesis will serve as a guideline rather than an exhaustive systematic
process. Each local culture is unique and within those cultures are sub-cultures with even more
distinctiveness. Therefore, churches must seek to examine their surrounding cultures and
determine the best way to reach the unchurched with the Gospel of Christ. The Gospel stays the
same, however the means of presentation must change according to the culture in which it is
shared; therefore, this thesis must be adapted to fit each individual culture.
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Theoretical Basis
The stimulus for this project is founded upon Jesus’ words to his followers, “go make
disciples.” 9 One non-negotiable element of any church is making disciples. When the church
ceases to accomplish this goal, its impact begins to diminish. Jesus also said that the church is to
be “salt and light.” 10 Even in the midst of a perverse generation, the church is to stand out and
have an impact on the culture. To do so, every church must return to the Bible for their
guidelines in reaching the surrounding cultures with the Gospel. Every church must ask
themselves two questions. First, what are the non-negotiables in Scripture? In other words, what
are the unchanging mandates that must not be altered? Second, they must ask, what principles
can be adapted within one’s culture? In other words, what things can be changed to reach the
culture without compromising the word of God?
As a church begins this journey to transform culture, there are some Biblical mandates to
keep at the forefront of this journey. To begin with, the church does not belong to any individual
member. In Matthew 16:17-19 Jesus said, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not
revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on
this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”11 It is clear from
the verses that the church belongs to Christ and he will build it. Therefore, it is imperative to
remember that the church does not belong to any pastor, lay leader, or church member.
Consequently, the mission and vision of the church is not up to any individual’s preference but to
the will of God himself.
International Bible Society, The Holy Bible : New International Version Containing the Old Testament
and the New Testament (Colorado Springs, CO: International Bible Society, 1984), Matthew 28:19.
9

10

Matthew 5:13-14, NIV.

11

Matthew 16:17-19, NIV.
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A second biblical mandate is the Great Commandment. When asked to state the greatest
commandment in the law, Jesus replied, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the
second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these
two commandments.” 12 Jesus simplified the entire law into two commandments. In so doing, he
streamlined the mission of the church. Whatever you do, love God, and love people. Loving God
mandates our obedience to John 14:23-25. 13 As a church considers how to love one another in
the midst of this rampant exodus from the church, a new dialogue must begin. Churches need to
ask, what can we do differently to love and reach those whom we are not reaching. During this
process, they must remember the church is not theirs. They are to love God, love people, and
next, they are to share the Gospel.
As Jesus’ time with his disciples was quickly waning, He gave them one final command.
“Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.
Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.
And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’” 14 The lifeline of the church is
evangelism. Without sharing the gospel of Christ and making disciples, a church will eventually
cease to exist. The church cannot have a positive impact on the surrounding culture without
making disciples who are obeying the commands of Christ. The cessation of disciple-making
will lead to an inability to reach the culture for Christ. As churches progress on this journey to

12

Matthew 22:37-40, NIV.

13

John 14:23-25, NIV.

14

Matthew 28:18-20, NIV.
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reach the culture, they must begin discussions on how to reach this increasingly post-Christian
generation with the Gospel. How can the church make disciples in this generation?
To reach cultures for Christ, there is one more Biblical mandate for the church to fulfill,
and that is Jesus’ command to love one another. Although similar to the Great Command, it is
different. Jesus gave the church a new command. He said, “A new command I give you: Love
one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that
you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 15 Learning to love one another is critical for local
churches, as they begin to discover areas that may need to be changed in order to reach a culture
running away from Christianity. How can older generations love the Millennial and Mosaic
generations in a way the world will know they are Christ’s disciples? These Biblical mandates
are the impetus for change. Holding onto past traditions can ignite conflict, and younger
generations are affected by this conflict. Thom Rainer tells a story of how church arguments
affect the younger generations:
I went to a business meeting at that church. I’m never going back.” His name is Kevin. He
is a 29-year-old man from Kentucky. Kevin, by his own admission, is not a Christian.
“Something made me visit that church,” he told me. “I’m not sure what it was, but I know
now it was a big mistake.” Kevin told me how he one day on a whim decided to go to a
business meeting in the church he had visited for four weeks. He also told me how he was
“blown away” by the petty disagreements and harsh language in the meeting. He was
saddened to listen to one man speak in deep anger to someone else. That man was his
small group leader. “I felt like I was at a playground fight with six-year olds,” he told us.
“Boy did I make a mistake visiting a church. 16
When the church loves each other, the way Christ commanded, their light becomes
brighter. As loving conversations take place among older generations on how they can reach the
younger generations, the light gets brighter. As younger generations include the older
15

16

John 13:24-35. NIV.

Thom S. Rainer, "The Millennials Are Rejecting Fighting Churches And Christians,"
www.thomrainer.com/2013/10/21/the-millennials-are-rejecting-fighting-churches-and-Christians/ (accessed October
21, 2013).
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generations and seek to reach them and learn from them, the light gets brighter. Loving one
another is about reaching everyone with the transforming power of the Gospel of Christ.

Statement of Methodology
The proposed design for this thesis includes an introduction and four chapters. These
sections are designed to provide the following: a brief overview, an analysis of the problem, a
theological rationale, an analysis of cultural ineffectiveness, a discussion of biblical mandates
verses tradition, a description of conflict resulting from change, the potential for community
within the church, and a model for becoming a church of irresistible influence. These sections
are:
Introduction: Overview
Chapter 1:

Cultural Ineffectiveness

Chapter 2:

Mandates versus Traditions

Chapter 3:

Conflict or Community

Chapter 4:

A Church of Irresistible Influence

Thesis Construction
The introduction of this thesis will serve as a mini-project. The goal is to show the
epidemic facing the church in America. Included within the introduction will be four important
components. Presented first will be a statement of the problem at hand, which will define the
focus of research and what the project will accomplish. Next, a statement of limitations will
describe the parameters of the research. The theoretical basis for this project will link the Biblical
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foundation and set the tone for future progress. Finally, the introduction will conclude with a
review of literature.
Chapter one will give an overview of the crisis at hand. The goal of this chapter is to
educate the reader of the problem facing the church in America. This section will include a
discussion of the current crisis, the consequences from the inability or refusal to address this
reality, and the future of the church if nothing is done. The harsh truth facing the church today is
the ever-increasing withdrawal of its own youth and the increasing disinterest of the unchurched.
If the church stays on autopilot for the next twenty years, without a change in course, the
consequences will be devastating.
Chapter two will discuss the difference between biblical mandates and biblical principles.
Mandates are those things that cannot be changed while Biblical principles can be lived out in
different ways. The chapter will address the tension between personal preferences and the need
for continual spiritual transformation. As churches move forward with the hard work of taking
back the ground the enemy has captured, difficult questions must arise about the effectiveness
and ability of the church to transform lives. This section will discuss the importance of a system
of measurement to determine how the church is doing at obeying the biblical mandates.
Chapter three will address an all-too-common byproduct of change, which is conflict. As
churches move forward and consider how they can become influencers of culture, there will
ultimately be differences of opinion. This chapter will address how to handle conflict, how to
keep the Biblical mandates at the forefront, and how to lead a church through these challenging
times. It will present research conducted to ascertain the level to which churches are obeying and
practicing the biblical mandates.
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Chapter four will discuss the potential for every church to be the city on the hill that
lights up the darkness for all to see and find their way to safety. It will examine the example of
Nehemiah as he led the Jews in the city of Jerusalem from rubble to reward. It will discuss how
church leaders can take all that has been discussed and lead their church to become a church of
irresistible influence and reach their communities with the Gospel of Christ.

Review of Literature
The Church of Irresistible Influence 17 is a book about the church once again becoming
irresistible. The church has become disconnected from the community. Thus, Lewis’ book is
about reconnecting church with the community. Each of his chapters begins with the metaphor of
building a bridge. For the church to once again influence the community, it must build a
carefully crafted structure to bridge the gap that exists. His book is divided into five sections
including; Spanning the Great Divide, Designing the Structure, Experiencing the Results,
Expanding the Irresistible Influence Effort, and Anticipating the Future.
Culture Shift: Transforming Your Church From the Inside Out 18 is a book about the
culture needed within a church to sustain transformation. It is Lewis, Cordiero, and Bird’s
opinion that, “culture is to church what a soul is to the human body.” 19 They believe that what
most church leaders are searching for outside the church, through conferences and seminars, is
the rich culture needed within the church to transform lives. Their book is broken up into five
sections. Part one begins by bringing the concept of culture into view. Part two gets more
17

Robert Lewis, The Church of Irresistible Influence (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan Pub. House, 2001).

18

Robert. Lewis, Wayne Cordeiro, and Warren Bird. Culture Shift: Transforming Your Church From the
Inside Out (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2005), xxi.
19

Ibid., xxi.
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practical by asking two important questions: “What is the distinctive culture of this church?” and
“How do you change a church’s culture?” The third and fourth sections look at Lewis’ and
Cordeiro’s churches and the different cultures represented between the two. Part five is designed
to help churches realize that a healthy church is critical to a church’s success. The book is
designed to help churches move forward in establishing an irresistible culture within the church
that will help them become irresistible outside the church.
Essential Church: Reclaiming a Generation of Dropouts 20 is a book written about a study
of young adults between the ages of eighteen and thirty. The study found that two thirds of
former church-going individuals dropped out between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two. The
book is about churches turning from being nonessentials in the community to once again
reaching the community. The authors give a four-fold model that includes: Simplify, Deepen,
Expect, and Multiply. Although each church must reach their unique community and may need
to adjust different things, these four principles are applicable for every church.
Already Gone: Why Your Kids Will Quit Church and What You Can Do to Stop It 21 is a
book written about the exodus of children raised in church and the reasons why they left. It is
based on research of one thousand "twenty-somethings" 22 who grew up in church, some of
whom even attended Sunday School, and the reasons they left. It also discusses what can be done
to stop the mass exodus from American churches.

Thom S. Rainer, Essential Church? : Reclaiming a Generation of Dropouts (Nashville, TN: B & H
Books, 2008).
20

Ken. Ham, Already Gone : Why Your Kids Will Quit Church and What You Can Do to Stop It (Green
Forest, AR.: Master Books, 2009).
21

22

Twenty-Somethings refer to those between the ages 20-29.
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Listening Inside Out: Conversations with Twentysomethings About Faith, Culture, and
the Church 23 is a book resulting from a conference in 2007 including four hundred college
students from Nazarene and secular colleges who were ministry-minded. The idea was to begin
dialogue on issues facing this generation and the church. The purpose of the book is to proclaim
the voice of this generation. Each chapter is a discussion of the question posed to the students,
and the book as a whole is designed to foster further discussions with this generation and church
leaders.
Turnaround and Beyond: A Hopeful Future for Small Membership Churches 24 is a book
about small congregations who have been in existence for fifty years or more, who are in decline.
Crandall assumes that small churches have different challenges than medium and larger
churches. In his book, he presents eight steps to help small churches turn around and become
effective once again.
Church Transfusion: Changing Your Church Organically From the Inside Out 25 is a
book about church revitalization. While many churches are attempting to change through new
vision, programs, staff, or strategies, Cole and Helfer say that churches need the DNA of Jesus’
blood for transformation. “The life is in the blood, and the life for Christ’s body is in His blood.
We need more than an organizational transition; we need a full transfusion of Jesus’ blood, His
life, within every disciple. Anything less than that will only perpetuate more of the dysfunction

David Kyncl, Listening inside out : Conversations with Twentysomethings about Faith, Culture, and the
Church (Kansas City, Mo.: Beacon Hill Press of Kansas City, 2008).
23

Ronald K., Crandall, Ronald K., Crandall, Turnaround and beyond : A Hopeful Future for the Small
Membership Church (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2008).
24

Neil Cole, Church Transfusion : Changing Your Church Organically-- from the inside out (Hoboken, NJ:
Jossey-Bass, 2012).
25
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and unhealthy church practices that have already plagued us for far too long.” 26 It is not about
model but about the mindset of Jesus.
Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens 27 discusses all the different things
churches are doing to attract the unchurched. From different music, clothes, bigger auditoriums,
and more exciting preaching, churches are trying all sorts of things to attract the lost. Yet, there
are still many unreached. “Under the good intentions of well-meaning leaders, the church has
fallen back on its heels in a defensive posture, seeking refuge in its own fortresses of buildings,
programs, and ‘Christian’ businesses, schools, and ministries.” 28 Cole suggests the answer is not
simply in changing what a church can do to attract the lost, but to go where the lost are.
Surprising Insights From the Unchurched: and Proven Ways to Reach Them 29 is a book
based on research done through asking questions to those unchurched individuals who did
become churched. The book provides numerous survey results, as well as insights gained from
those churches and leaders who have succeeded in reaching the unchurched. It is a must read for
any church desiring to make the transition from cultural ineffectiveness to reaching the
unchurched. It is a great place for dialogue to begin.
Breakout Churches: Discover How to Make the Leap 30 is about thirteen churches who
turned around and the pastors who led them through the process. A key to churches making the
26

Neil Cole, and Phil Helfer, Church Transfusion: Changing Your Church Organically From the Inside
Out (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2012), 12.
27

Neil Cole, Organic Church : Growing Faith Where Life Happens (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass,

28

Ibid., 5.

2005).

29

Thom S. Rainer, Surprising Insights from the Unchurched and Proven Ways to Reach Them (Grand
Rapids, MI.: Zondervan, 2001).
30

2005).

Thom S. Rainer, Breakout Churches : Discover How to Make the Leap (Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan,
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transition from cultural ineffectiveness to irresistible influence is the leadership of the pastor.
Unfortunately, too many pastors leave a church at the first sign of real conflict. However, pastors
of breakout churches were committed to the long haul. “Six of the thirteen senior pastors told us
specifically of deciding to love the people during some of the most difficult days of their tenures
at their churches. We on the research team believe that the leaders’ decisions to love even the
unlovable people in their congregations was a key factor in their churches’ breakouts.” 31
An Unstoppable Force: Daring to Become the Church God Had in Mind 32 is a book
which encourages the church to go back to its roots of the early church and become the
unstoppable force it was created to be by changing the world. Within the book, he discusses
global shifts that must be understood: the constant changing environment, the challenges of
leadership, and the need for the church to transform culture by living out Biblical mandates. He
discusses the importance of Ethos or the way a community sees reality. “It is critical that we
regain the power of ethos. In doing this, we will not only be able to restore the evangelistic focus
of the local church, but we will also be able to produce the transformational influence that shapes
and reshapes culture. Real, sustainable change occurs when actions are in response to values.” 33
Twelve Dynamic Shifts for Transforming Your Church 34 is a book about understanding
the needs of the community and reaching those needs. The author describes three types of
churches. “At this time of dynamic change in American culture and in American congregations,

31

Thom S. Rainer, Breakout Churches: Discover How to Make the Leap (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,

2005), 198.
32

Erwin Raphael McManus, An Unstoppable Force: Daring to Become the Church God had in Mind
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we see three basic types of congregational ministry: (1) traditional, (2) transitional, and (3)
transformational.” 35 Although traditional churches may have successful ministries, transitional
and transformational churches understand that in order to reach the community, whose lifestyles
have shifted, they need to shift their practices of ministry.
The Incredible Shrinking Church is another book discussing the exodus in American
churches today and what can be done about it. Within it, the authors discuss the qualities needed
in the pastor. “Pastors need to develop several more general skills in order to solidify a
perspective of faith and help their churches break out of a slump.” 36 These skills include being
committed to the long haul, having confidence in God who has the ability to change the church,
possessing good conflict management skills, and relating to subgroups within the church body.
Shift: How Nine Churches Experienced Vibrant Renewal is about nine churches and their
transformation to vibrancy. Within it, the author discusses the obstacles churches will face as
they go through the transformation process. Pastors of the nine churches “listed the following
spiritual and mental obstacles: depression, low self-esteem, lack of faith, no vision, inward focus,
wrong spiritual mind-sets, small church mentality, human control, locked in to old familiar ways,
internal conflict, and apathy.” 37
Breaking the Missional Code: Your Church can Become a Missionary in Your
Community is a book about having a missionary mindset, understanding the specific culture
surrounding the church, and figuring out the best way to reach that audience. Within their book,
the authors discuss the sin of preferences. “One of the most important considerations in breaking
35
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the code is to break from our own preferences. Simply put, being missional does not mean doing
things the way we like them. It means to take the gospel into the context where we have been
called…and to some degree, to let the church take the best shape that it can in order to reach a
specific culture. However, the problem is our preferences. You can’t be missional and pick what
you like at the same time.” 38
www.thomrainer.com is the site of Thom Rainer, who is the president and CEO of
Lifeway Christian Resources and founding dean of the Billy Graham School of Missions at
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. It is a helpful website full of articles, research, and
helpful material on a variety of topics including church revitalization, generational issues, and
the exodus of the younger generations from church.
http://www.barna.org is the website of George Barna and his research group. The Barna
Group was founded in 1984 and has become one of the nations leading marketing research
groups. They focus on the intersection of faith and culture. It is another helpful website with
research and articles. It too has information on church revitalization and generation research on
church interest.
www.gallup.com is a resource full of data from polls taken in a variety of areas. Gallup is
a great resource for finding information from Gallup’s 2000 consultants who provide research,
analytics, and advice to help discover empirical evidence from the world’s population.
www.namb.net is the site of the North American Mission Board. The site is full of
helpful information and tools. The site also has a number of polls it has taken to help SBC
churches understand where they have come from, where they are now, and the continued
reminder to reach the lost.
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CHAPTER I
CULTURAL INEFFECTIVENESS

Health of the Church
An examination of the church in America will show that the health and influence of the
church is not what it once was. Most American churches have plateaued and/or are in decline,
with many more at risk of the same. Making matters worse, many of these churches will soon
close their doors for good. In addition to this, the interest of younger churchgoers is at record
lows. Church youth have voted with their feet, leaving in overwhelming numbers. All of this has
resulted in the church becoming less effective in reaching the surrounding culture with the
transforming Gospel of Christ. To add to all of this, unchurched individuals are increasingly
disinterested in the church. The health of the church in America has reached epidemic levels and
if nothing is done to promote healing, the church may reach inconsequential levels of influence.
Therefore, this chapter will examine each of these contributing areas and their affects on the state
of the American church.
According to the North American Mission Board, seventy to seventy-five percent of
churches in America have plateaued or are in decline. While at the same time, ten to fifteen
percent are at-risk churches. 1 In other words, seventy to eighty-five percent of present day
churches have already seen their best days and many of them are well into the grips of decline.
1
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On top of this seventy-five percent is the potential of another fifteen percent who are on the brink
of being added to this group. If there are potentially eighty-five percent of the churches in
America who have already seen their best days and are heading into their twilight years, the state
of the church in America is not what it should be.
According to Thom Rainer’s research, the state of the church is even worse. In his
upcoming book Autopsy of a Deceased Church, he has identified five different stages of church
health. These five areas include Health, Symptoms of Sickness, Very Sick, Dying, and Deceased.
Even though the process from health to a sick and dying church happens slowly, Rainer
estimates that 40%, or around 150,000 churches in America, are in the very sick stage. They are
one stage away from being terminal. 2 If news were to go out that 150,000 churches in one
country were about to close their doors, Americans would automatically assume that it was
another place in the world. They would also be concerned and begin to pray. The problem is that
few people are aware of the dire condition of the church in America. Americans have become so
accustomed to poor health that they are not aware of the health of their church.
Part of the problem is that the digression of church health can happen so slowly that bodies
of believers may be unaware of the state of their health. Therefore, awareness of church
health indicators becomes invaluable tools so that churches can become aware of various
levels of sickness? According to Rainer, “some of the more notable signs that a church has
reached the very sick level: Significant numerical decline over the past ten to twenty years.
Most of the time we measure worship attendance for this metric. Prolonged times of
apathy. Occasional times of intense conflict. The church seems more apathetic than
anything else, but conflict can arise with surprising intensity. The church is not known in
the community. Ask a clerk at a store in the community. You may be surprised how few
even know the church exists. New members are rare. The exodus clearly exceeds the
inflow. Revolving door of pastors. Frustration and conflict limit the years of pastoral
tenure. The “good old days” are typically twenty or more years in the past. There has been
a long season since anyone felt really good about the church. [SIC] 3
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How many churches in America are characterized with these symptoms and have no idea that
they are in danger? Or worse yet, how many are there which have no idea how to get back to
good health? If forty percent of the churches in America are one step away from becoming
terminal, how can it be argued that church health has not reached an epidemic state? According
to Pastoral Care, Inc., 4,000 new churches begin each year and 7,000 churches close. With the
potential of 150,000 in the very terminal stage, one would imagine these numbers rising. The
state of the church in America is not what it should be.
Concurrently, with these statistics, some may argue the state of the church is not that
ominous. A simple examination of their own statistics may lead them to conclude they are not in
decline and have maintained their numbers. Although this may be true, when one examines the
increase in the United States population over the last ten years, it is difficult to argue that the
church has maintained its impact on the surrounding culture. “From the period of 1990-2004, the
United States population expanded by more than 18 percent. During this same period, the
percentage of people attending church declined by about 3 percent. Not only is the church not
keeping up with the population increases; it is losing ground.” 4 If the church were maintaining its
influence, there would be a minimum of an 18 percent increase, yet there is now a 21 percent
deficit.
Although some are in agreement with the state of the church in America, they may argue
that once a church has reached this level of decline the efforts to save it are too difficult and too
demanding. Still others may argue that church plants are the solution and are taking the place of
these dying churches. There is absolutely no question that church planting must be a part of the
solution. Church plants do a better job at evangelism than most churches and they grow at faster
4
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rates than established churches. However, with that said, there simply are not enough church
plants to make up for the loss of churches closing their doors or the increase in the population.
“Between 2000 and 2004, the net gain (the number of new churches minus the closed churches)
in the number of evangelical churches was 5,452. But mainline and Catholic churches closed
more than they started for a net loss of 2,200, leaving an overall net gain of 3,252 for all
Orthodox Christian Churches” 5 Even with the Gallup polls which say that church attendance has
remained consistent over the years, the population of the United Sates has grown. “While church
attendance numbers have stayed about the same from 1990 to 2004, the U.S. population has
grown by 18.1% — more than 48 million people. So even though the number of attendees is the
same, our churches are not keeping up with population growth." 6
While church planting is a necessity, it cannot be the only solution. Even with the
planting of new churches, there is not enough net gain to keep up with the population growth.
“Perhaps most telling is the fact that from 2000 to 2004, a net gain of 13,024 churches was
necessary to keep up with the U.S. population growth. In reality, that means rather than growing
with the population, the Church incurred a deficit of almost 10,000 churches.” 7 In addition to this
discrepancy, the success rate of church plants after four years is not all that encouraging.
According to Ed Stetzer, “The survivability rate of the church plants in our study was 68 percent
after four years—and this was similar in all denominations.” 8 The down side of this statistic is
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that church planters thought the numbers were much worse. However, with a thirty-two percent
failure rate of church plants, a deficit of 10,000 churches, along with the poor health of many
churches, the epidemic of church health had not been solved. Therefore, if one takes a realistic
look at the health and influence of the church in America, they would be hard pressed to arise at
the conclusion that the church has maintained its influence on the culture. Simply put, if the
church in America had kept up with the increase in population, there would be a significant
increase in church attendance. Yet even with this increase in population, nearly eighty percent of
American churches are in decline or well on their way there. The health of the church in America
is not what it should be.

Church Attendance
Even with all of these staggering statistics on the state of the American church, there are
many who still do not seem to understand that there is a problem. Some may continue to argue
that church attendance is not all that bad. After all, polls like the Gallup Poll consistently indicate
that forty percent of the population is in church each week. However, other researchers, rather
than asking people to indicate their own attendance estimates, have taken a closer look at what
the real church attendance numbers are from actual church attendance figures. The numbers they
have discovered are quite different. C. Kirk Hadaway and Penny Long Marler found that, “Based
on the consistency between our findings and other count-based studies of attendance, we can
only conclude that the actual level of participation in religious services in America is much lower
than 30 percent. In fact, most likely only around 21 percent of the American population attend
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religious services during a typical week—a figure that is exactly half of the most often reported
Gallup poll total of 42 percent.” 9
Other researchers have come up with similar numbers. “The actual rate of church
attendance from head counts is less than half of the 40% the pollsters report. Numbers from
actual counts of people in Orthodox Christian churches (Catholic, mainline and evangelical)
show that in 2004, 17.7% of the population attended a Christian church on any given weekend. 10
What people have told the pollsters about their church attendance and what is actually true on
any given Sunday are two contradicting factors. “Even with a broader definition of church
attendance, classifying a regular attendee as someone who shows up at least three out of every
eight Sundays, only 23–25% of Americans would fit this category. Olson notes that an additional
million church attendees would increase the percentage from 17.7% to only 18%. You’d have to
find 80 million more people that churches forgot to count to get to 40%." 11 Either way one
chooses to look at it, church attendance is not what it once was. “In 1990, 20.4% of the
population attended an Orthodox Christian church on any given weekend. In 2000, that
percentage dropped to 18.7% and to 17.7% by 2004.” 12 If the church remains on the track it is
on, what will the future look like? “If present trends continue, the percentage of the population
that attends church in 2050 is estimated to be at almost half of 1990"s attendance — a drop from
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20.4% to 11.7%”. 13 What the American church needs is an awakening, resurgence, and
revitalization. “Our national population recently soared past 300 million. The minority
population crossed the 100 million mark for the first time ever. The harvest is waiting. The fields
are ripe with people waiting to hear the gospel. Our churches must respond.” 14 The church in
America cannot stay where it is.

Lack of Interest

An additional factor contributing to the poor health of the church in America is that the
interest of young people has reached endemic lows. Along with the poor health of the majority of
churches in America, the influence of the church on youth also appears to have plateaued and
declined. The impact of the church on its own children has been poor at best. There have been
numerous studies and books written on this topic with contradictory conclusions. However, if
one desires to get an unbiased feel for the health of the younger generations, one needs to look
no further than the pews. There are fewer and fewer young people in churches today. In addition
to this, there are also numerous polls that help to paint a picture of how younger generations are
being impacted by the church. According to research done by Thom Rainer, “only four percent
of the teenagers understand the gospel and have accepted Christ, even if they attend church.” The
impact of the church on teenagers is not what it once was. To make matters worse, “more than
two-thirds of young churchgoing adults in America drop out of church between the ages of
eighteen and twenty-two!” 15 If the church were doing a good job with this age group then why
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are they leaving the church? Why have only four percent accepted Christ as their Savior? The
church is not doing as good of a job reaching younger generations, and certainty has not done
well at keeping them in church. What is interesting is that, “young adults are likely to stay in the
church if they see the church as essential to their lives.” 16 Nonetheless, it is clear from their
exodus that teens and young adults feel that the church is not essential to their lives.

It would be easy to conclude that those leaving the church really were not that involved in
the first place, however this would be a mistake! What makes these statistics most alarming is
that even those who went to church the majority of the times as children are still leaving the
church. “Of all the 20 to 29-year-old evangelicals who attended church regularly but no longer
do so: 95% of them attended church regularly during their elementary and middle school years;
55% attended church regularly during high school, and 11% were still going to church during
college.” 17 This information is overwhelming. The fact that all but five percent of those who
have left the church were once regular church attenders is mind-boggling. If those most involved
in church are becoming less and less interested in church as they get older, alarms ought to be
sounding. This is the future of the church! It is clear that this generation has become
disconnected from the church, few have noticed, and fewer are doing anything about it to get
them back.
In the past, it was thought that people would come back to the church when they got older
and more mature. A favorite verse to claim was Proverbs 22:6. “Train a child in the way he
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should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” 18 This was what individuals would hold
on to as youth walked away from the church and they appeared to return. Although this was once
the case, it no longer seems to be true for the Boomer or Bridger generation. Research has
shown that, “Baby Boomers returned to the church in large numbers in the 1980s, perhaps as
many as twenty million. Sadly, that same research shows that the Boomers exited the church by
the same number or even greater in the 1990s.” 19 The following quote from one Boomer who left
the church describes the reason many have left:
“I came back to church looking for something to fill a void in my life. And I was
impressed by the way the church had changed to have music and worship more relevant to
the world I am familiar with. After two years I gradually attended less and less, until I left
the church completely. You know, I came to the church seeking something different, but I
left because it was not much different than the world I knew.” 20
The Bridger generation, those born between 1977 and 1994, is the second largest
generation in American history consisting of seventy-two million Americans. 21 This generation
however is quite different from older generations especially when it comes to Christianity. In
fact, they are even more likely to stay away from church than older generations.
“Even the traditional impulse of parenthood - when people’s desire to supply spiritual
guidance for their children pulls them back to church - is weakening. The new research
pointed out that just one-third of "twentysomethings" who are parents regularly take their
children to church, compared with two-fifths of parents in their thirties and half of parents
who are 40-years-old or more.” 22
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Even those who were raised in church are not taking their children to church. “Overall,
just less than two out of three adults (63%) who were churched as children take their own
children to a church. That's double the proportion among adults who were not churched and who
now have kids of their own (33%).” 23
No longer can the church hope young adults will come back as previous generations did.
This simply is not happening.
“In fact, the most potent data regarding disengagement is that a majority of
twentysomethings - 61% of today’s young adults - had been churched at one point during
their teen years but they are now spiritually disengaged (i.e., not actively attending church,
reading the Bible, or praying). Only one-fifth of twentysomethings (20%) have maintained
a level of spiritual activity consistent with their high school experiences.” 24
If the church in America were having the impact it should on young adults, one would think the
church would at least be able to maintain its own youth and young adults.

Increase of Religiously Unaffiliated
Another factor pointing to the decreasing impact of the church on youth is the increase of
the “nones.” These are individuals who when asked to indicate their religious affiliation, indicate
that they have none. “One in five of all Americans and one in three adults under thirty make up
this group.” 25 Although all age groups are represented in this group, what is most alarming is that
thirty-three percent of those thirty and younger are in this category. “A third of adults under 30
have no religious affiliation (32%), compared with just one-in-ten who are 65 and older (9%).
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And young adults today are much more likely to be unaffiliated than previous generations were
at a similar stage in their lives.” 26 The climate among younger generations is certainly changing
towards the church. Those in the Millennial generation, born between 1984 and 2002, are more
likely to be in the “none” category. Here again is further proof the church is not doing a very
effective job reaching younger generations. “Only 20 percent of Millennials consider church
attendance important.” 27 The Public Religion Research Institute found that compared to the
silent generation or those born between 1925-1942, during the Great Depression and World War
II, Millennials are less interested in church. Fifty-four percent of those from the Silent
Generation are theologically conservative. This is contrasted by the twenty-nine percent of
Millennials who are theologically conservative. 28
One may conclude that this group is comprised of mostly atheists and have no belief or
interest in God. However, this is not the case. “The religiously unaffiliated are comprised of
three distinct subgroups. About three-in-ten of the unaffiliated describe their religion as either
atheist (12%) or agnostic (17%), while about seven-in-ten describe their religion as ‘nothing in
Particular’ (71%).” 29 Therefore, although one may think the religiously unaffiliated are atheist or
agnostic, the large majority of this group indicates that they have no religious affiliation. Despite
this, the Pew Research Center says, “the absence of a religious affiliation does not necessarily
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indicate an absence of religious beliefs or practices. On the contrary, as the report makes clear,
most of the “nones” say they believe in God, and most describe themselves as religious, spiritual

Figure Identity as a Spiritual, Religious Person
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or both.” 30 How many of this 70 percent of those who say they have no religious affiliation are
former church youth? One thing is certain, even though they claim to have a belief in God they
are staying away from the church.
Not only is this group staying away from the church, they are growing in numbers. “In
the last five years alone, the unaffiliated have increased from just over 15% to just under 20% of
all U.S. adults. Their ranks now include more than 13 million self-described atheists and
agnostics (nearly 6% of the U.S. public), as well as nearly 33 million people who say they have
no particular religious affiliation (14%).” 31 What makes matters even more interesting is the fact

Figure Growth of the Religiously Unaffiliated

that “more than a third classify themselves as ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’ (37%), and one-in30
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five (21%) say they pray every day.” 32 Even though they consider themselves spiritual they still
have no religious affiliation. The largest percentage of “nones” however, is represented in the
younger generation. “Millennials, fully one-third (34%) are religiously unaffiliated, compared
with about one-in-ten members of the Silent Generation (9%) and one-in-twenty members of the
World War II-era Greatest Generation (5%).” 33 Younger generations are clearly more and more
likely to be unaffiliated with any religion. In fact, “seven-in-ten people who describe themselves
as unaffiliated are under age 50 (72%), compared with 56% of the general public as a whole.
And 35% of the unaffiliated are 18 to 29 years old, compared with 22% of the general public and

Figure Recent Trends in Affiliation, by Generation

18% of U.S. adults who have a religious affiliation. Conversely, 8% of the unaffiliated are 65
and older compared with 18% of the general public and 19% of those with a religious
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affiliation.” 34
A further look into those with no religious affiliation reveals one interesting side note. It appears
that the recent growth among the religiously unaffiliated has been limited to the Caucasian race.
“One-fifth of (non-Hispanic) whites now describe themselves as religiously unaffiliated, up five
percentage points since 2007. By contrast, the share of blacks and Hispanics who are religiously
unaffiliated has not changed by a statistically significant margin in recent years.” 35 So we have
seen that the younger generations are more likely to not be involved in the church and to be
completely unaffiliated with any religion. There appears to be no question that the church is
losing its influence on the younger generations.

Decreasing Interest in Church
Adding to the critical state of the church in America is the fact that interest in church is
not just waning among the younger generations. “Two-thirds of Americans, including 63% of the
religiously unaffiliated, say religion as a whole is losing its influence on American life.” 36 This
problem can be seen across generational lines. As has been shown above, fewer than twenty
percent of Americans are in church on any given Sunday and each new generation appears to be
less interested in church than their predecessors. However, it also appears that each generation is
becoming increasingly less involved in church. For example, “Elders, those born between 1927
and 1945 along with the Seniors, those born prior to 1927, are attending church less frequently.
Among this group, there has been a drop in Sunday School attendance by eight points, from 28%
34
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in 1991 to 20% today. The proportion of unchurched also climbed eight points since 1991 among
this group. Today three out of ten adults 66 or older, 29% are unchurched.” 37
Not only is this true among Seniors, but many of the
“Boomers, those born between 1946 and 1964, have also stopped going to church. From
1991 to 2001 there has been a 12 percent drop in their attendance to 38%. Sunday school
attendance in this generation dropped from 23% in 1991 to 14% in 2011. In addition to this
volunteering at church also dropped from 28% in 1991 to 18% in 2011. The percentage of
Boomers who do not attend church has risen in the last 20 years to 41% making them the
most likely generation to be unchurched.” 38
The same can be said of the Baby Busters who were born between 1965 and 1983. “The
proportion of unchurched Busters – i.e., those who had not attended any church services during
the past six months, not including special events such as weddings or funerals – hit 39% in 2011.
That represented an eight percentage point increase since 1991.” 39 Other researchers are seeing
these same facts as well. According to Thom Rainer’s findings, the statistics are similar.
“Slightly over one-half (51%) of the builder generation (born before 1946) attends church on a
typical weekend. But only forty-one percent of the boomers (born 1946 to 1964) and thirty-four
percent of the busters (born 1965 to 1976) attend church on a given weekend.” 40 The declining
interest in church is not limited to one specific generation. There is decreased involvement,
participation, and attendance in every generation. Therefore, one can conclude that the church is
not doing the job it could be in reaching and retaining their own members.
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Not only has church attendance dropped across all generations, but also there is another
problem. It also seems clear that the church has become increasingly ineffective at impacting its
surrounding culture. The extent of unchurched individuals is on the rise and is being added to by
the additions of those previously churched. Rather than going to church, people opt to fill their
time with that which they feel that they can get something out of. The reason for this is that “6
out of 10 Americans believe church is irrelevant.” 41 More and more people are losing interest in
the church and many believe the church is losing its influence on society. “Two-thirds of the
general public sees religion as losing influence on society today, while a quarter say it is
increasing its influence. There are few differences among religious groups about the influence of
Religion on society.” 42 Whether this is perceived or real makes no difference. People are pulling
back from the church and they feel that the church has less influence on society.
This loss of impact on society is not difficult to see either. Not only is the church losing
its influence on those who are leaving, but it also has already lost influence on those who say
they have no religious affiliation. This is significant when it comes to important issues affecting
the morality of this country. As it pertains to abortion, homosexuality, and same-sex marriage,
those unaffiliated with any religion are much less likely to hold the same views as the general
public. For example, “the religiously unaffiliated are significantly more likely than the general
public to say that abortion should be legal in most or all cases. About seven-in-ten of the
unaffiliated (72%) hold this view, compared with about half of the general public (53%). Among
atheists and agnostics, 84% say abortion should be legal in most of all cases, while just 14% say
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it should be mostly or entirely illegal.” 43 The same is true when it comes to views of
homosexuality and same-sex marriage. “The unaffiliated stand out from the general public in
their views about homosexuality and same-sex marriage. The unaffiliated are more likely than
those with a religious affiliation to say that homosexuality should be accepted by society (76%
vs. 52% among the affiliated).” 44
Over the last three years, Americans’ opinions on the Bible have changed as well. There
are fewer individuals who consider the Bible to be sacred literature. In the last three years there
has been a six percent decrease in those who consider the Bible sacred, down from 86% to
80%. 45 In addition to this is the fact that nearly half of Americans believe in some form of
Universalism. “Forty-seven percent of Americans believe that the Bible, Koran and the Book of
Mormon are all different expression of the same truths.” 46 To make matters worse is the fact that
less people believe the Bible has within it everything one needs to find meaning and purpose in
life. Those who believe “the Bible contains everything a person needs to live a meaningful life is
down from 75% to 66%.” 47 In addition to this is the decrease of those who wish they read the
Bible more is “down from 76% to 61%.” 48 Perhaps one of the reasons for this is because people
are less likely to believe that the Bible is actually God’s Word and that it contains no errors.
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“Those who believe the Bible is the actual word of God or inspired Word with no errors down
from 45% to 39%.” 49
To make things worse is the fact that those who are friendly towards the Bible are on the
decrease while those who are antagonistic toward the Bible are on the rise. “The number of
American adults who are friendly–or, those who believe the Bible to be inspired and infallible
but don’t read the Bible as often—has gone down (from 45% to 39%).” 50 On the other hand,
those who are “antagonistic toward the Bible, meaning they believe the Bible is just another
book of teachings written by men with stories and advice and who rarely or never read the Bible
is up from 10% to 17%.” 51 The church simply is not having the impact on the American culture
that it should. There are less and less people attending church. The younger generations are
becoming increasingly less interested in church. Now, those who are favorable toward the Bible
and believe the Bible is the inspired Word of God is also on the decrease.
Another factor pointing to the decreased influence of the church on society is the
significant changes in religious behaviors, which can also be observed amidst generations. There
have been a few changes within the Buster generation beginning with their view of who Satan is.
“Busters have become less indifferent toward the existence of Satan. Since 1991 there has been a
ten-percentage point drop in those who believe that Satan is simply a symbol of evil but not a
living entity. However, a majority of Busters (55%) still concur that Satan is not a living
being.” 52 Their views on the accuracy of the Bible are changing as well. “Busters are less prone
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to believe that the Bible is totally accurate in all of the principles it teaches than they were twenty
years ago. The proportion of those who strongly affirm the complete accuracy of the Bible’s
principles has declined by 11 percentage points during that time, dropping to 35%.” 53
Changes can also be seen within Boomers. Within this group, there have been “declines
in those who hold an orthodox view of God (down six points, to 67%); and a reduction in those
who are strongly convinced that the Bible is totally accurate in all of the principles it teaches
(down seven points, to just 38%).” 54 Even within the eldest generation, the Elders, which one
would consider most likely to hold true to their beliefs, there has been change in some significant
areas. Commitment to time alone in God’s Word throughout the week has seen changes. “Bible
reading undertaken during the past week, apart from such reading during church events, declined
by eight points as well, moving from 54% to 46%.” 55 Perhaps part of the reason for this change
is that fewer in this group believe in the Biblical view of God. “The proportion of Elders who
believe that ‘God is the all-knowing, all-powerful creator of the universe who continues to rule
that world today’ has dropped by nine percentage points. Presently 71% have adopted that view,
down from 80% in 1991.” 56 Even among self-proclaiming Christians there are changes. “Bible
reading dropped slightly over the last 20 years within this segment, going from 51% to 46%.” 57
In addition, the percentage of Americans who say the Bible should be taken literally has fallen.
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“The percentage of Americans taking a literal view of the Bible has declined over time, from an
average of 38% from 1976-1984 to an average of 31% since.” 58
Among self-proclaiming Christians there is also a drop in those who attend church.
“Those who embrace the label ‘Christian’ for themselves are now ten percentage points more
likely to be unchurched than was true in 1991. The 31% who fit this profile have not attended
any church service during the past six months, excluding special services such as weddings or
funerals.” 59 This may be a result of “a five-point drop in the proportion who contend that that
‘God is the all-knowing, all-powerful and perfect Creator of the universe who still rules the
world today’ (now down to 77%); and a similar decline among those who believe that Satan is a
symbol of evil but not a living entity (now standing at 53%).” 60 It may also be a result that “the
largest change in beliefs was the ten-point decline in those who firmly believe that the Bible is
accurate in all of the principles it teaches. Only 43% of self-identified Christians now have such
a strong belief in the Bible.” 61 Those who claim religion is important to them are attending
church with less frequency. According to the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life,
“American adults who say religion is either very or somewhat important in their lives, two-thirds
also say they attend religious services at least once a month (67%).” 62 What is more curious is
the remaining 33% who attended seldom or never and their reasons why. “They offered a wide

58

Jeffery M. Jones, “In U.S., 3 in 10 Say They Take the Bible Literally: Plurality View Bible as Inspired
Word of God Bit Say Not Everything in It Should Be Taken Literally,” Gallup, July 8, 2011,
http://www.gallup.com/poll/148427/say-bible-literally.aspx (accessed December 12, 2013).
59

Barna, Barna Study Of Religious Change Since 1991 Shows Significant Changes by Faith Group.

60

Ibid.

61

Ibid.

62

“Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” entry posted October 9, 2012,
10, http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx (accessed December 5, 2013). 50..

38
variety of reasons, including personal priorities, practical difficulties getting to services, and
concerns about religion generally or in specific faiths and congregations.” 63 There is clear
evidence that religious commitment among Americans is on the decline. “In 1990, 20.4% of the
population attended an Orthodox Christian church on any given weekend. In 2000, that
percentage dropped to 18.7% and to 17.5% by 2004.” 64 Other studies have shown that, “in 2003,
for instance, 25% of U.S. adults indicated they seldom or never attend religious services. By
2012, that number had ticked up 4 points, to 29%.” 65 Perhaps some of the reason for this is the
decline in those who believe in the existence of God. “The percentage of Americans who say
they never doubt the existence of God has fallen modestly but noticeably over the past 25 years.
In 1987, 88% of adults said they never doubt the existence of God. As of 2012, this figure was
down 8 percentage points to 80%.” 66

Conclusion
Either way one chooses to look at the data, people are less interested in church than they
used to be. “Church attendance is declining by generation, regardless of childhood church
experience. However, the decline is steeper among adults who did not go to church as a child.
Among adults 55 and older who attended church regularly as a child, two-thirds still attend

63

“Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” entry posted October 9, 2012,
10, http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx (accessed December 5, 2013). 50.
64

Barnes and Lowry, “Special Report: The American Church in Crisis.”

65

“Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” entry posted October 9, 2012,
10, http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx (accessed December 5, 2013). 17.
66

Ibid., 18.

39
regularly (68%). That proportion drops to just half of adults under 35 who were churched when
young (53%).” 67
Thus as has been seen, the status of the church in America is not what it once was. Nor is
it what it should be. The majority of American churches are in decline with many of them
existing in a terminal state. If nothing is done soon, up to 40 percent of American churches could
close their doors. The youth and young adults who have grown up in church have left in
astounding numbers. There is evidence that they are not coming back and they are not bringing
their children with them. The future of the church has left, leaving little hope for a cure from this
terminal state. The influence of the church on the surrounding culture is waning. Fewer and
fewer people hold to biblical values. Less believe in the validity of the Scriptures, and an even
more scarcer amount think the church is as relevant. The end result of all of this is that “America
has become an unchurched nation. With 170 million non-Christians in the world, America is the
third largest mission field.” 68 If the church in America had been doing the job it should, then
America would not be the third largest mission field. Something must be done.
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CHAPTER II
MANDATES VS. TRADITIONS

God’s Plan for the Church

No church arrives at the point where nearly 80% of the churches in America are over
night; that is, having little to no influence on their surrounding culture. If there is any hope to get
back to the transformative church God called His Church to be, His Word must be the
foundational starting point from which every decision is made. One of the challenges facing the
church in America is identifying the difference between Biblical mandates and traditions. Over
the years, traditions have been forged out of effective practices that served the church well.
However, some of these very traditions have risen to levels of prominence God never intended.
Therefore, this chapter will examine God’s mandates for His church and the traditions that help
the body live out those mandates.

Called Out Ones

To better comprehend the mandates for God’s church, one must first understand what the
Bible has to say about the Church. Is the Church a building, some place to go, or a group? The
word church as used in the New Testament comes from the Greek word ekklesia. It is a
combination of two words, the preposition “ek,” “out of,” and klesis, “a calling” (kaleo, “to
call”), and was used among the Greeks of a body of citizens “gathered” to discuss the affairs of
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state.” 69 Ekklesia can be used in the technical sense of the word, which means a group of people,
or in the non-technical sense from which we get the word church. “For example, Acts 7:38 refers
to the congregation of the people of Israel as the ekklesia (it is translated “congregation”). In
Acts 19:32 it refers to the mob at Ephesus that was angry with Paul (here it is translated
“assembly”). Most often, however, the word is used in a technical sense to designate the New
Testament church, a group of called-out believers in Jesus Christ.”70 Speaking of the church
then, the church is a group of people called out of sin and to salvation, called out from the world
and under the authority of Jesus, and set apart for His service.
When referring to the church, there are two ways in which ekklesia can be used. “In a
general sense there is one church. It is not an organization, but an organism. It does not have
organic unity—it has spiritual unity. The general church includes every believer who has ever
lived.” 71 It includes those who have accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior from every tribe,
tongue, and nation. In this sense, it is often spoken of as the universal church as is seen in
Revelation 7:9. Paul also refers to the universal church. “This is a profound mystery—but I am
talking about Christ and the church.” 72 The majority of the time ekklesia is used in the New
Testament, it refers to the local church that continues the work of Jesus. The church is made up
of those redeemed individuals who have accepted Jesus as their Lord and Savior. It is made up of
every tribe, tongue, and nation. It consists of local group of believers gathered together to fulfill
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the work of Christ. “A local church is a body of baptized believers in Jesus Christ who have
banded together to carry out the commission of Jesus Christ.” 73
Therefore, it is important to understand that people do not go to church, they are the
church. The church is not a building; it is the group of saved people who make up a local body of
believers. “A church is first an organism that expresses itself as an organization.” 74 The church is
a group God has brought together to fulfill the works of Jesus and the understanding of this is
absolutely foundational to the health of any church. When a local body mistakenly believes that
church is a building they go to, the meaning and purpose of the church becomes distorted.
However, when Christians realize they “are” the church, and their job is to carry out the work of
Christ wherever they are, something special takes place.

Christ’s Church

In addition to understanding they are the church, it is vital to understand whose church it
is. The church does not belong to any individual, group, or denomination. The church was
bought with the blood of Jesus (Acts 20:28), and therefore it belongs to Him. Jesus said, “And I
tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will
not overcome it.” 75 Jesus did not say it was Peter’s church, nor did he indicate that Peter or
anyone else was going to build the church. Jesus said it is my church and I will build it. The
church belongs to Christ and Christians are the stewards of His church. The question is what are
His disciples doing with the church. Neil Cole in Organic Church, shares the following story:
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I once heard a story about a contractor who built homes in a small town somewhere in
Europe. He built most of the homes for the people who lived in the village and was a
gifted carpenter. Unfortunately, he was never able to afford a home of his own. One day,
the wealthiest man in town came to the contractor and asked him to build a house. He
said, “I want you to build the finest house you are capable of, and I want you to spare no
expense. I am going on a journey and when I return I hope that the house will be
completed.” The contractor agreed to the job and was about to begin when a thought
struck him: “This wealthy man already has a few houses. I do not have my own. I will
use inferior material, do a quick and sloppy job on the house, make it look real nice, and
charge him the full amount. That way I can pocket the leftover money and finally afford
to buy my own house. It won’t be much of a house, but at least it will be mine.” That is
what he did. When the rich man returned he went to view the house and was very
impressed. It looked beautiful from a distance. The wealthy man turned to the crooked
contractor and said, “The house looks wonderful! I am so glad that you spared no
expense, for I intended to give this home to a dear friend who deserves a house like this
one.” With that, he handed the keys over to the contractor and said, “Here is your new
home, my friend.” The contractor graciously received the keys to his new home, but his
heart sank as he realized what he had done. 76
Sadly, the same can be said of many churches. The wealthiest man ever has paid the ultimate
price to build the church. He has invited the local body to be a part of it and to put the finest
materials together to make it absolutely amazing. However, when one looks at the state of most
of the churches in America, what they see is not what Christ intended. Christians are not putting
their finest materials into the church, and as a result, the church is weak, unhealthy, and nearly
deceased.
If the church is going to be the church God intended, the church must understand to
whom it belongs and what are God’s expectations for it. In other words, what are the core
functions or mandates given by God for every church? These mandates are the “timeless,
unchanging, and non-negotiable precepts that are based on Scripture and are mandates for all
churches to pursue to accomplish their purpose.” 77 Mandates of the church are timeless in that
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they are required of every single church. They remain the same yesterday, today, and forever.
Mandates are likewise non-negotiable; they are based solely upon the words of God and are
commands for every church to follow. “The implication is that all churches must pursue all
functions and not just those that fit into their particular ministry niche.” 78 This writer suggests
there are six mandates, which include, worship, evangelism, discipleship, ministry, prayer, and
fellowship. These are the six timeless, unchanging, and non-negotiable Biblical mandates
required of all churches to fulfill the mission of Jesus.

Biblical Mandates

Worship

The first mandate is worship, which can be seen in the early church in Acts 2. They
devoted themselves to the breaking of bread and to praising God. It has been said that, “Man’s
Chief End is to Glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever”79 When Jesus was asked what the
greatest commandment was, he responded by saying, “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment.
And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang
on these two commandments.” 80 True worship keeps things centered on God and is a mandate
for every church.
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Evangelism

Evangelism is another function of the church as can be seen in Acts 2:47. God was
adding to their numbers daily. The early church understood and obeyed Jesus’ teachings on
evangelism. Jesus said, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I
have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 81 The early
church understood this as a non-negotiable mandate of being the church. This was who they were
and a natural part of their DNA. It was not simply a command; it was their means of survival,
their mission, and their mandate. Therefore, they obeyed and God blessed their numbers.
Unfortunately, in many of the churches that have plateaued, evangelism has become a
forgotten cause. Malphurs says, “My observation, based on my consulting experiences across
North America, is that evangelism is a dying value in the majority of our churches.” He goes on
to say, “Though not a prophet, I predict that if churches don’t begin to value and pursue
evangelism, they will experience further decline.” 82 Just as it was for the early church,
evangelism is the lifeline for every church and especially for declining, dying churches. The
answer is in the harvest. If churches want to grow, the answer is in the harvest. If they need more
volunteers, the answer is in the harvest. If they need new life, fresh ideas, joy, fellowship, and
blessings, the answer is in the harvest. However, if they cease to evangelize and see people come
to faith in Christ, they will continue on the path of decline, eventually leading to death.
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Discipleship

Discipleship, or teaching, is another mandate of the church. In the example of the early
church found in Acts 2:42, the church devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching. Scripture is
indispensable for the growth of the body because all Scripture is profitable for teaching,
rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness. 83 The mission of the church is to carry out
the work of Jesus, who continually taught His disciples. Paul carried out this work by teaching
Titus, Timothy, and many others. Paul reminded Titus the importance of teaching sound doctrine
(Titus 2:1). He instructed young Timothy to beware of false doctrines and anything contrary to
sound doctrine (1 Tim1:10). He also instructed Timothy that the church was to be the pillar and
foundation of truth (1 Timothy 3:15). Training up the body with sound doctrine is a mandate for
the church. However, Jesus did not just teach sound doctrine, He told the disciples in Matthew
28:20 to teach them to obey everything He have commanded. This was part of making disciples.
It was not enough to simply share the message of salvation. It was a continual process of
teaching sound doctrine and teaching the body to obey everything that Jesus commanded.

Ministry

Another mandate of the church is ministry. Looking at the example of the early church,
they did whatever it took to minister to those in need. “Selling their possessions and goods, they
gave to anyone as he had need.” 84 Ministry is a requirement of every believer. God did not give
spiritual gifts to each Christian to be buried in the sand. They were given for the edification of

83

2 Timothy 3:16, NIV.

84

Acts 2:45, NIV.

47
the body of Christ. “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common
good.” 85 They were given for every Christian to use. “Each one should use whatever gift he has
received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.” 86 The church
is one body in Christ and each one needs to do their part, all for the glory of God. “If anyone
speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it
with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To
him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.” 87 Ministry is a mandate for the church
and therefore each Christian who makes up the church.

Prayer

Another mandate of the church is prayer. Although some may place prayer in the context
of worship, this writer believes that prayer in and of itself in an essential function of the church.
“It ushers us into perpetual communion with the Father.” 88 Prayer is a form of worship, but
without prayer, the church will miss out on the supernatural works of God. God works through
prayer! In answering what can be accomplished for the Kingdom of God apart from prayer; Dr.
David Jeremiah writes,

I scoured the New Testament some time ago, looking for things God does in ministry that
are not prompted by prayer. Do you know what I found? Nothing I don’t mean I had
trouble finding an item or two; I mean I found nothing. Everything God does in the work
of ministry. He does through prayer. Consider: Prayer is the way you defeat the devil
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(Luke 22:32; James 4:7). Prayer is the way you get the lost saved (Luke 18:13). Prayer is
the way you acquire wisdom (James 1:5). Prayer is the way a backslider gets restored
(James 5:16-20). Prayer is how the saints get strengthened (Jude 20, Matthew 26:41).
Prayer is the way we get laborers out to the mission field (Matthew 9:38). Prayer is how
we cure the sick (James 5:13-15). Prayer is how we accomplish the impossible (Mark
11:23-24). Everything we do that’s worth doing; everything God wants to do in the church;
everything God wants to do in your life; He has subjugated it all to one thing; Prayer. 89
Therefore if God does nothing outside of prayer, then prayer is one of the mandates of the
church. If a church desires to see evidence of the above fruit, they must commit to prayer. When
the church understands the power of prayer, and begins to seek God’s face through prayer, He is
more likely to open up His hands in expression of His supernatural power. For churches in
decline that want to be healed, prayer that seeks God’s face is a must. It is through this kind of
praying that aligns the church with God’s will, and it is through these kinds of prayers that God
will open up His hands of blessings.

Fellowship

Another non-negotiable mandate of the church is fellowship. We see from the example of
the early church, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship.” 90
Fellowship comes from the Greek word koinonia, and it has the idea of “an association involving
close mutual relations and involvement.” 91 It was clear that the early church had deep intimate
relationships that bound them together to live in community with one another. It caused them to
serve and minister together, to one another, and to the lost. True fellowship will be evident in
healthy churches. This is extremely important because “a church will never grow beyond its
89
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fellowship” 92 This is why the church is instructed, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some
are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day
approaching.” 93 In addition to this, true fellowship is captivating. Jesus said, “A new command I
give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men
will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 94 True Christian fellowship is
powerfully captivating, because when the world sees it, they will know the church is His
disciples.

Forms/ Traditions

As has been seen, mandates are those timeless, unchanging, and non-negotiable scriptural
precepts that cannot be omitted or changed. These are the foundations upon which every local
church must operate. Having said that, there are various expressions of these mandates that can
change. These would be called forms or traditions. “Forms are the temporal, changing, and
negotiable practices that are based on culture and are methods that all churches are free to choose
to accomplish their functions.” 95 It is in the forms where churches have freedom to express
themselves in various ways. It is in the forms that a church can and must adapt to reach the
culture they are within. Mandates are unchanging, but forms can and should be changed. For
example, consider the mandate of evangelism. The command is to share the Gospel. The form is
the means by which this happens. The form can be executed in large crusades, door-to-door, one92
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on-one, through tracts, the internet, or the expression of acts of kindness with the intent to share
the Gospel. There are many forms available to carry out the mandate of evangelism. Forms are
changeable and negotiable! Thus, each church must determine the most effective method to
reach the lost in their community.

Expression of the Mandate

Worship is also a mandate for the church; however, freedom has been given for the
expression of that mandate. Consider for a moment that the church is representative of every
tribe, tongue, and nation. If the form of worship were not up for various expressions, how
mundane would worship be throughout the world? God gave the mandate to worship, but
allowed freedom for this to be expressed according to the cultural preferences that will best reach
each group. This expression of worship has gained a tremendous amount of attention over the
years through worship wars. The battle has not been over the mandate to worship, but rather on
the various expressions of worship. Within these battles, traditions have been grafted into the
mandate, and the difference between mandate and tradition has become blurred.
This distinction between mandate and tradition is a crucial one because this is where
many churches begin to drift away from effectively reaching the culture with the Biblical
mandates Christ has given them to fulfill His work. “We must never forget that we serve a
changeless God of change.” 96 God is in the business of change. He is continuously inviting us to
change as He transforms is into His image. Yielding to Christ will result in change! Lives will be
changed; families, marriages, and whole communities will be changed. This is the purpose of the
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church. “The same God that changes our hearts and changes the world around us calls the church
to change. When the church refuses to change, she refuses to obey.” 97
Various expressions of forms have become traditions over the years because they work.
These traditions, at one time or another, challenged the norm within the church, and they became
traditions over time because they were effective at reaching the community. For example, here is
a glimpse of an article written about new music in church.

There are several reasons for opposing it. One, it’s too new. Two, it’s often worldly, even
blasphemous. The new Christian music is not as pleasant as the more established style.
Because there are so many new songs, you cant learn them all. It puts too much emphasis
on instrumental music rather than godly lyrics. This new music creates disturbances
making people act indecently and disorderly. The preceding generation got along without
it. It’s a money making scam and some of these new music upstarts are lewd and loose. 98
While this may sound like an argument right out of a modern day blog, this article is from the
late 1700’s when Isaac Watts began to use the organ in his church. His new expression of the
Biblical mandate to worship God was met with resistance, and yet it eventually became a
tradition that has lasted to this present day. In spite of these wonderful traditions, it is important
to remember, “Every innovation has an expiration date. At some point, new isn’t new anymore.
Every new and innovative approach to ministry has an expiration date.” 99 The expressions of
mandates are not meant to stand the test of time. Yet churches resist change.

Resistance to Change
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Unfortunately, every church has come up with their own way of doing things because this
is what has worked for them. “Consequently change is rarely perceived as a solution.” 100 As a
result, many churches look the same as they did 50-100 years ago. If it were possible to jump in
a time machine back in the 50’s and fast-forward to church in the 2000’s, there would be few
noticeable changes in many churches. The buildings, the music, the way people dress, and even
the version of the Bible are all still the same. Not much has changed. However, when one looks
outside of the church, there has been nothing but change. Buildings are modernized, music has
been reorganized, technology has revolutionized, and yet the church looks the same. People no
longer dress the same, no longer listen to the same music, and technology has revolutionized just
about everything one does right down to the way books are read. Yet the church is stuck in the
past, resisting any new expression of the biblical mandates, and the unchurched are even more
perplexed about the church. “While not many churches perform their services in Latin today, our
language, style, music, and methods are pretty much Latin to the unchurched population.” 101
Once again, it is not the mandates of the church that are being resisted, but the
expressions of these mandates. The problem is these expressions, forms, or traditions were
intended to change to reach the unchurched with the transforming Gospel of Christ. Jesus was a
master of this. Breaking traditions, he spoke to the woman at the well, ate with sinners, and
healed on the Sabbath. The danger of traditions being elevated to levels never intended is that
they become roadblocks to the fulfilling of the mission of Jesus. They can keep people from
hearing the good news of the Gospel. They also become roadblocks to future growth and change.
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“Traditions are not only roadblocks for change; they can become roadblocks for dreams.
Traditions that become treasured memories can be the catalyst for new dreams and new
experiences. But when they trap us in the past, they stifle the imagination, bring an end to
creativity, and make innovation impossible. Where there are no dreams, there is no hope.
And when there is no hope, there is no future.” 102
Gateway to Church Health

Once a church understands and embraces the distinction between mandate and tradition
and the freedom they have to express biblical mandates, the gateway to health may unveil itself.
This realization will open up the potential for meaningful conversations that will lead to health
and spiritual transformation. As local bodies are freed up to discuss the best means to live out
worship, evangelism, discipleship, ministry, prayer, and fellowship, the path to health and
regeneration will be discovered. Every local church must understand that part of their Biblical
mandate is to figure out how to involve the younger generations in worship, evangelism,
discipleship, ministry, prayer, and fellowship. It is their responsibility to do whatever it takes to
find an expression of those mandates to engage the unchurched in ways that will reach them. It is
then, when local bodies commit to these mandates and express them in ways that all generations
are captivated by Christ, that the church can recover from the state of decline it is in. The
insistence of preferred traditional expressions, which were never meant to stand the test of time,
may be keeping the church from the "Promised Land," and worse, keeping hundreds of others
trapped in the grip of hell. If the church is going to get back to loving one another as the early
church did, it must begin to dialogue this very issue. Have the traditions and models of the
church been fossilized so much that they are now a hindrance to health? To love one another is
not to demand any particular means of expression. To love one another is to ask what is it going
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to take to reach my neighbor with the Gospel. After all, it is God’s church and He has
commanded the church to make disciples of all nations and to teach them to obey everything He
commanded. This becomes increasingly more effective if people are excited about church.
Therefore, the expressions of the mandates for the church must change for the church to fulfill its
mission.

Gates of Hell

The enemy has held the church captive for far too long. He has succeeded in confusing
the church about what is a mandate and what is a tradition. Jesus said the gates of hell will not
prevail against His Church and has already taken care of Satan by mandating that he will be
locked in hell by a gate that He puts into place. The victory has already been won and the church
needs to live like it. The church needs to stop being defensive and resisting change, but go on the
offensive and figure out ways to adapt. “Gates are not a threat; they are defensive, and the gates
Jesus was talking about aren’t pearly ones—they’re the gates of hell! The church is to be on
offense, not defense. The church has been held hostage at gate point for too long. It is time we
stop being intimidated by a gate. It is time for the devil to be back on his heels rather than the
church.” 103 To be offensive is to realize the difference between a mandate and a form. To
understand the freedom is to express forms in the best way a particular culture will respond to
worship, evangelism, discipleship, ministry, prayer, and fellowship.
Although Jesus said that He would build his church and the gates of hell would not
prevail against it, He did not promise that a local body of believers would continue to exist
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forever. Local bodies would do well to remember the words of Christ in Revelation for a church
that lost sight of that which it was called.

“The One who walks among the lampstands, says this . . . remember from where you have
fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will
remove your lampstand out of its place—unless you repent (Rev. 2:1, 5). To a disobedient
and unhealthy church, Jesus threatens to remove the lampstand (representing the church)
from His presence. The presence of Jesus is crucial to what church is. His presence is life;
His absence is death. He is the most essential portion of who and what we are. He should
be the most important thing about us, and the most recognizable aspect of us that the world
sees.” 104
God’s Only Plan

The church is God’s only plan to carry out the mission of Jesus. Therefore, He has given
His church mandates He expects them to obey and has given them the freedom to express these
mandates in the best possible way to engage the culture with the Gospel. So, whether it is an
organ or the drums, whether it is a hard-bound King James Version or the New International
Version on an iPad, whether it is a suit and tie, or shorts and flip flops, what really matters is the
heart of worship and the obedience of the mandates God has given the church. “God calls us to
take the memories with us but leave the memorabilia behind.” 105 Each and every church must
examine these forms. They must understand that forms have an expiration date and are not
intended to stand the test of all time. It is time to realize that church models do not stand the test
of time. “One of the reasons churches are empty is because church leaders love their models
more than they love people.” 106 The Pharisees loved their model as well. They claimed that their
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model was the model of Moses, and yet Jesus rebuked them harshly in Matthew 23 because they
added to the Law. Like the Pharisees, modern churches have added to the Biblical mandates and
have tied a millstone around the neck of the church. They have created models, just as the
Pharisees did, that ultimately hurt the church. “When a church fails to distinguish between its
current model and the mission to which it has been called and mistakenly fossilizes around its
model, that church sets itself up for decline.” 107 Every model, every program, and every method
the church uses to fulfill its mandates must continually be evaluated to determine its
effectiveness. Every form is up for evaluation, and if necessary, changed to fulfill the mandates
given to the church.

Change, Change, Change

Therefore, it is important to remember that to move forward requires change! “We must
never forget that we serve a changeless God of change.” 108 God is constantly calling us to be
transformed into His image. His future for the church will require change. To resist that change
would be like the Jews wanting to go back to Egypt rather than go through the change that would
lead them to the Promised Land. “For too long the church has longed for the good old days, has
hoped that the future would simply be a detour to the past. This has never been God’s promise,
and it is not God’s desire for us. He wants to shake and earth and shake us loose for all that
holds us back from entering his future. This future cannot be experienced without embracing
change.” 109 If the majority of churches in America are going to be revived, it will require change.
107

Andy Stanley, Deep & Wide: Creating Churches Unchurched People Love to Attend (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 2012), Loc 3284 of 4189.
108

McManus, An Unstoppable Force : Daring to Become the Church God Had in Mind, 82.

109

Ibid., 88.

57
If the church wants to walk into the Promised Land, it will require change. After all, the church
was established on change. An examination of the book of Acts shows that right from the
beginning, everything for the early church changed. The way they worshiped, when they
worshiped, where they worshiped, and with whom they worshiped all changed. It is through the
church that God plans to continue to transform lives. He plans to revive the dead, to bring them
from death to life, and He intends to do this through the church. “The same God that changes our
hearts and changes the world around us calls the church to change. When the church refuses to
change, she refuses to obey.” 110

Conclusion

As has clearly been seen, the state of the church in America is not one of well-being. For
the nearly 80% of churches who have plateaued and are in decline, to regain a healthy status they
would do well to figure out what their current state is. To do so, some sort of church health
evaluation would accelerate them on the road to regaining health. Although any such evaluative
tools are subjective and not scientifically objective, neither is medical science strictly objective.
Just as yearly physicals with one’s doctor are important to maintain physical health, so also are
the evaluations of church health. “Diagnosing church health is like practicing medicine a
physician considers multiple variables, some empirical and others subjective.” 111 Medical
doctors “practice” medicine, it is not an exact science and there are many things that go into a
diagnosis. Doctors obtain the medical history of the patient and their family in order to
understand the present condition more clearly. They ask questions about current lifestyle, about
110
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habits, and do further testing, all to acquire data about the current health of the patient. Once this
is gathered, a strategy is developed to help the patient get and stay healthy. In many cases, this
plan involves changes the patient must implement to achieve the level of health they desire.
In a similar way, church health will not just happen. For churches to become healthy,
determining their current state of well-being is imperative. Some means of evaluation is
necessary to determine where they are so that they can determine where they need to go and how
to get there. Although every church will benefit from such an evaluation, those making up the
80% of plateaued and declining churches will especially profit. These evaluative checkups are
not to determine if one is terminal or to simply find the negative aspects of church health. On the
contrary, they are a means to discover the strengths of the church along with the challenges that
threaten their health. Such evaluative tools are important to increase the strengths and to begin
dialogues on how to increase health in areas of weakness. With the future of the church at stake,
there is far too much at risk to maintain the status quo. The church would do well to have some
tool to gain valuable data by which they can evaluate their current health, come up with a plan to
become healthy, and continue to remain healthy so that they can fulfill the mission of Jesus.
“Therefore, dear friends, since you already know this, be on your guard so that you may
not be carried away by the error of lawless men and fall from your secure position. But grow in
the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be glory both now and
forever! Amen.”112 Knowing that it is easy to drift towards complexity and resist change, the
church needs to be on guard so that they do not drift toward the very Pharisaical tendencies that
Jesus condemned. “Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Do
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you not know yourselves that Jesus Christ is in you? —unless indeed you are disqualified.” 113
The Bible makes it clear Christians are to examine themselves. If this is important for individual
Christians, who make up the church, how much more so is it for the whole church body?
Without any such examination, it is easy to become like the Pharisees holding on to and adding
to their traditions. It is easy to become like the Jews wanting to go back to Egypt rather than
change. In a similar way, it is easy to become ineffective at reaching the community with the
transforming Gospel of Christ. It is easy to become just another Pharisaical factory and to forget
that, “The greatest need of the church is ‘being restored,’ which is a spiritual and supernatural act
of God.” 114
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CHAPTER III
CONFLICT OR COMMUNITY

Change Often Leads to Conflict
The process of change can be a challenging process leading to conflict or community
within the body of Christ. Unfortunately for many it leads to the former. This is why it is
imperative to have a clear understanding of those timeless, unchanging, and non-negotiable
Scriptural mandates that cannot be omitted or changed. However, it is equally important to
understand that there is freedom to express these mandates in various ways. Without a clear
understanding of the differences between the two, conflict is likely to occur. Furthermore, there
is great value in remembering how Jesus felt about the traditions of the Pharisees. When the
Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus and asked,
Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands
before they eat!” Jesus replied, “And why do you break the command of God for the sake
of your tradition? For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses
their father or mother is to be put to death.’ But you say that if anyone declares that what
might have been used to help their father or mother is ‘devoted to God,’ 6 they are not to
‘honor their father or mother’ with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of
your tradition. 7 You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: “ ‘These
people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain;
their teachings are merely human rules.” 1
The Pharisees were adamant about keeping the traditions of the elders and the same can be said
of many churches today. In such cases these words of Jesus are a great reminder. Do not break
the commands of God for the sake of your tradition! What an evaluative question for churches to
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consider. Are the commands of God being broken for the sake of maintaining traditions? Have
traditions of old caused the church of today to become like the Pharisees, honoring God with
their lips but whose hearts are far from Him? If Jesus were to come to one’s church today, would
He say well done or would his response be more like it was for the Pharisees? When traditions
keep the church from obeying the biblical mandates, changes must be made. For example, when
holding on to evangelistic models that have limited results become a hindrance to fulfilling the
great commission, its time to come up with a more effective means to share the Gospel. When
holding on to genres of music that begin to disengage younger generations and the unchurched,
changes must be made. When holding on to a dress code of suits and ties when the majority of
the men in the community do not own as suit or a tie, then changes must be made. Any tradition
that becomes a hindrance to fulfilling the Biblical mandates must be customized to reach the
community.

Evaluation of Traditions
Therefore, every church tradition is up for evaluation. The continual assessment of each
tradition’s effectiveness in fulfilling the biblical mandates is a responsibility of the church.
Unfortunately, evaluation often leads to change and change often leads to conflict. To help
minimize conflict and instead set the table for sweet community, involving the church body in
the process is important. Not only is it important to teach and preach on the distinctions between
mandates and forms, but it is also important for church leaders to engage the body in the process.
Just as medical doctors gather data from a family’s medical history, church leaders would benefit
from gathering the historical data of the church as well as gathering present day data from the
body. Ascertaining the health of the church is crucial before devising a plan to move the church
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forward. Similar to a medical doctor’s assessment of a patient’s health prior to surgery, church
leaders would be wise to obtain a similar assessment of their church prior to performing the often
delicate surgery of change. Instituting change in some cases may cause more harm than good and
indicate that increased health is necessary before the patient will be able to receive the benefits
from surgery.
Over the last 6 years, this writer has had the privilege to pastor a 128-year-old church.
Despite having prior experience running his own business, and 15 years of ministry experience,
he found himself very much unprepared for the task at hand. In many ways he felt as though he
was considered the surgeon who was supposed to perform the delicate surgery required to
provide this church with the health they so desperately needed, and yet he felt as though his
medical training was limited to playing the child’s game “Operation.” 2 If it had not been for his
prior years of experience, the lessons learned from conflict, his personal development as a leader,
and his determination to see a challenge through, it would have been easy to throw in the towel
and fall prey to the overwhelming pressure he and his family endured.
No wonder so many pastors leave the ministry every month. “Over 1,700 pastors left the
ministry every month last year and over 1,300 pastors were terminated by the local church each
month, many without cause.” 3 The price of serving the local church is high. Families are
wounded forever. Of the 3,000 pastors every single month last year who left or were run out of
the church they served, how many wives and children were significantly wounded in the
process? How many young men coming out of seminary will face a similar fate and what will the
end result be for them and their families? How many will last long enough to influence any
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change on the very churches who need it most? The exodus of pastors added to the already
staggering statistics of those leaving the church, only exasperates the problem facing the church
in America.
Perhaps some of the reason behind these unfortunate departures is this very topic of
change. The number one reason pastors leave the ministry is because “church people are not
willing to go the same direction and goal of the pastor. Pastors believe God wants them to go in
one direction but the people are not willing to follow or change.” 4 At the same time pastors were
leaving their churches “over 3500 people a day left the church last year.” 5 As has already been
discussed, there are numerous reasons for this exodus. However, as has just been seen, one of the
reasons is because of this very topic of change. This may include no change at all while holding
on to traditions, or changes that come too quickly for the present health of the church to handle.
Either way, we serve a changeless God of change who continually calls His people, His church,
to change. Change is a natural part of obedience to Christ, and yet, the very resistance to change
appears to be destroying the health of the church. Part of the dilemma for pastors is that they are
to lead the church and being a leader means facilitating change. The challenge is that moving too
slowly can cause damage and moving too quickly may cause even more. Therefore, church
leaders must devise a healthy way to facilitate the changes necessary to help the church fulfill the
Biblical mandates to carry out the work of Christ.
One essential element to the success of a pastor’s impact on a church is his calling. It is
critical for the pastor to know that God has called him to that particular church and that he is to
remain there until God moves him.
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“Several years ago a study by the largest Protestant denomination in the country found a
startling relationship between the length of time pastors had been in their churches, and the
growth or decline of those churches. Their finding? Approximately 3/4 of their growing
churches were being led by pastors who had been in their church more than four years,
while 2/3 of their declining churches were being led by pastors who had been in their
church less than four years.” 6
Therefore, confidence in the call God placed upon this writer’s life to lead this older church
forward gave the strength and endurance needed to face the challenges both he and his family
would endure. As with any church, this church had great strengths and numerous historical
challenges that would take years to uncover, understand, and prioritize a plan, to capitalize on
those strengths while addressing the weaknesses. Without a commitment to stay until God said
otherwise, this writer would have left.
During the process, there was considerable pain and frustration as poor decisions from
the past continued to complicate the present health of the church. It seemed as though the closer
the church came to fulfilling the biblical mandates, the more the historical chains of bondage
encumbered the church from moving forward. In this case, the process of change took too long,
raised too much conflict, and although the chains of bondage were slowly being broken, the
health of the church appeared to deteriorate. Ultimately in the case of this church, as these
historical hurts came to the surface, there was not enough health to maintain unity.
Only recently was it confirmed how far back these historical chains of bondage went.
While missionaries who are members of this church were home on furlough, they invited people
from the surrounding communities to come and hear the miraculous things God is doing in South
Asia. When an older man who had been a member of this church in the past heard about this
event, he was caught in unbelief that there could ever be a missionary raised up out of this
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church. Although he was unable to attend, he called the missionaries to confirm that the story
was indeed true. During that conversation, he revealed that back in the 50’s while he was a
young man, the church was overwhelmed with a spirit of division. A new sanctuary had just been
built and his job as a young man was to get to church early and make sure the heaters were
working. He shared that there was such a spirit of division among the body that when the
sanctuary was being built, they could not agree on the type of heat with which to heat the church.
There was such division, that in order to maintain any sense of unity, the compromise was that
half of the church would be heated with coal while the other half would be heated with wood. As
a young man, his job was to fill one furnace with coal and the other with wood. Those who
wanted coal sat on the side that had the coal furnace and those who wanted wood on the other
side with the wood furnace. It was experiences like this as a young man that prompted this
unbelief that a missionary could actually come out of this church.
For the next 60 years this sin was allowed to abound and in many ways still affects the
church today. Although things are much better, a spirit of division and divisiveness has so
prevailed over this body that it continues to hinder the health of the church to this day. Rather
than unifying around the Biblical mandates and asking what is it going to take to reach the
surrounding community with the Gospel of Christ, their default mechanism is to bicker,
complain, and divide. Part of becoming a healthy church has been to confront sin head on.
“Healthy churches that are growing in Christ are willing to and do confront sin, evil, gossip,
slander, manipulators, and heresy in the church-immediately!” 7 If this had been done over the
years, the level of health would not have plummeted to the depths it had. Fortunately, God raised
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up two young deacons who were willing to take a stand upon Scriptural principles. As they stood
in opposition to the rest of the deacons, things got worse; however, their stand enabled the hope
for health.
Their stand, quickly led to a historical crossroad for this church that would set the stage
for future health. The sins of the past and the present were finally brought to the surface one
Sunday morning when this writer, like so many other pastors across this country, was being
forced by the divisive power brokers who were controlling the church at that time, to give his
resignation. The church finally had enough and took a stand that ultimately resulted in the
severing of limbs of the body. On that regretful day, there was an immediate amputation of the
body that was incredibly painful for everyone involved. This was the unfortunate result of the sin
that was allowed to flourish for years within this church. The silly things that people held on to
for the last 60 years and fought to maintain caused such a spirit of dissension and poor health
that, even with multiple attempts at reconciliation, there was not enough remaining health to
endure any attempt at re-grafting those severed limbs back into this local body. The scars of that
day still remain and this body will never be the same.
As the triage was begun, outside help was brought in from the state convention as well as
the Center for Ministry Training at Liberty University. 8 Although this was incredibly helpful and
absolutely necessary for the survival of the church, the process was painstakingly slow. It has
taken years to regain health and break the bondage from historical sins. As this pastor led the
church forward over the next 5 years, he could not stop thinking that there has to be a better way.
There has to be a better way to gather information on the health of the church. There must be a
more efficient, less time-consuming model that will help pastors and lay leaders proactively lead
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their churches forward. Although reactive measures are often necessary, there must be a way to
proactively address health issues before there are amputations. To improve the health of the
church in America, a proactive tool is crucial for young pastors who are fresh out of seminary,
for churches in transition, as well as for pastors of healthy churches.
It has been these years of frustration, these years of desiring a better way, that have
culminated in a passion for church health, a passion for the survival and leadership development
of young pastors to lead their church forward and help them avoid the pain that this pastor and
his family have endured. It has led to a passion to see pastors have long tenures at their churches
and promote health. It has led to a passion to see older churches revived. It has been all of this
that has ultimately led to the development of this thesis project.

A Measurement Tool
Finally, a better way has been discovered to help churches proactively discover the state
of health within their church. Finally, a way has been discovered to involve the entire body in
moving forward. Finally, a tool has been discovered that can accelerate church health and it is
the Church Health Assessment & Mobilization Planning Strategy (CHAMPS). 9 What had taken
this writer six pain-staking years to accomplish, CHAMPS accomplished in one weekend. Unlike
the reactionary method previously used by this writer, CHAMPS is a proactive method enabling
the leaders of the church to get out in front of issues before they become destructive. The
CHAMPS process begins with an evaluative survey that the whole congregation participates in.
This was a historical moment in the life of this writer’s church. Never before in the history of the
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church had the entire church body been invited to give their unbiased feedback on an equal
playing ground. CHAMPS provided that through a Church Health Survey called the Strength
Development Index written by Dr. Chuck Lawless.
The survey is a 160-question survey that covers the six mandates of the churches, which
include worship, evangelism, discipleship, prayer, ministry, and fellowship. The survey requires
about 30 minutes of time and is then analyzed and organized into the church’s strengths and
weaknesses in the six areas. After this data is collected, the church health consultant(s) evaluate
the data and review it with the pastor. This writer found the data immeasurably valuable.
Everything he had discovered over the last six years and more was contained within this data that
took only 30 minutes to obtain. He could not help but wonder, “What could it have been like if
he had this data when he first arrived?” If the church would have taken the 30 minutes needed to
go through this process, how much of the turmoil that has been experienced since could have
been avoided? There is no question that just the information gained from the survey would have
saved years of heartache.

Presentation of Research
In fact, the research conducted for this thesis has shown that pastors agree that such a tool
would be beneficial. Of the 100 pastors in his state convention that participated in the survey for
this thesis, 11% strongly agreed, and 42% agreed that the collection of such data would be
extremely beneficial to help them move forward in leading their church in the six areas as shown
in Question 7.
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SBCV Survey Question 7

Such an evaluative, proactive tool that can accelerate church health is of incredible value.
Consider the possibilities of health acceleration if every church in the midst of transition from
one pastor to another would use such a tool as CHAMPS. The data obtained from such a tool
would catapult a new pastor forward years in ministry. The amount of church health gained in a
very short period of time would be immeasurable. Many pastors indicate that they already have a
tool of measurement to determine the health of their church.
In fact, 44% of the pastors surveyed agree or strongly agreed that they have such a tool.
However, 56% were either undecided or disagreed with the statement, “We have a tool for
measuring the health of our church.” If the health of the church in America is going to improve,
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SBCV Survey Question 8

pastors need to be made aware of such evaluative tools. Unfortunately, during this pastor’s
seminary training, only one time was such an evaluative method suggested and that was in a
leadership class taken during his doctrinal studies. Additionally, in the six years of being part of
his local state convention, this writer had not once been made aware of the incredible tools
available to him through the convention.
It is no surprise to find that of the 1,050 pastors surveyed during a pastor convention in
California that “Seven hundred ninety of the pastors surveyed felt they were unqualified and/or
poorly trained by their seminaries to lead and manage the church or to counsel others. This left
them disheartened in their ability to pastor.” 10 If young pastors are going to have a fighting
chance, such tools need to be brought to their attention. If churches are going to regain health
and be set up for the successful obedience of the Biblical mandates within the best cultural
10

Dr. Richard J. Krejcir, “What Is Going on with the Pastors in America?” Francis A Schaeffer Institute of
Church Leadership, n.d., http://www.intothyword.org/apps/articles/default.asp?articleid=36562&columnid=3958
(accessed February 18, 2014).

71
expressions of their communities, such evaluative tools must make it into the hands of church
leaders.
This pastor, like many others, would have responded to the above statement in agreement
that he had a tool for measuring the health of the church. However, neither was it an effective
tool nor was it much of a tool at all. His was a subjective tool based upon the opinions of a few
leaders and limited to simple data that included numbers, the amount of perceived conflict, and
success of programs. It did not include unbiased data collected from the majority of the church.
Nor did it include data collected from the Biblical mandates of worship, evangelism,
discipleship, prayer, ministry, and fellowship.
Unfortunately, his research has unveiled similar findings among those pastors surveyed.
Only 7% could say that they strongly agree that their tool of measuring church growth is
effective while another 29% agreed that their tool was effective. That leaves 43% who were
unsure, 16% who disagreed that they had an effective tool, and 5% who strongly disagreed with
the effectiveness of their tool. Imagine having the knowledge of having a tumor that, if left
alone, would result in death. One would most likely be motivated to take the advise of the doctor
and take drastic steps to combat that tumor. Now, if the doctor only had a 36% level of
confidence in his tool of measurement, how much confidence would that promote in the patient
to go through with the evasive procedures or continue them at all?
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SBCV Survey Question 9

It seems clear from the survey that the majority of pastors are in that very situation.
Although they are leading their churches toward change, there is very limited confidence in their
ability to measure any such change. If 65 out of the 100 pastors surveyed are either not sure or
know that their tool for measuring church health is not effective, it stands to reason that there is a
desperate need for such a tool. Without such measuring tools, churches are often left to either
determine their own health or ignore it all together, and this is a dangerous thing. Even though
the tumor may indeed be shrinking, with no effective means of evaluation, the patient may easily
give up when the most progress is being made, simply because there is no means to know. Worse
yet, if individuals are left to make decisions based upon how they feel, they will choose the path
of least resistance, which normally leads back to complexity. “The more complexity in the
system, the more likely that implementation will fail.” 11
David Browning, Deliberate Simplicity : How the Church Does More by Doing Less (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2009), 27.
11
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Although there are many different methods of evaluation, Transformational Church,
Healthy Church Assessment Tool, and the Church Health Assessment Tool (CHAT), the
CHAMPS process involves the entire body in the process. From start to finish, the church
members are given the opportunity to be the body and use the God-given spiritual gifts they have
been blessed with for the good of the entire church. After all, “healthy churches that are growing
in Christ tend to organize and mobilize their people according to their Spiritual Gifts.” 12 So why
not allow them to exercise those gifts through a process like CHAMPS, which after the survey
involves the body in a collaborative workshop where they are presented the results of the survey.
Then they are tasked with developing ways to improve on the areas of strengths while helping
figure out tangible ways to transform weaknesses into areas of health.
This was another historical moment in the life of the church this writer serves as pastor.
Never before were the members given an opportunity to express their opinion. Never before
were they invited to be a part of the solution and given an equal opportunity to express their
ideas. Like many rural Baptist churches, this one is deacon-run. Every single decision of the
church had to be run through the deacons. In fact, their constitution states that all decisions must
first go through deacon approval before they can go before the church. Fortunately, the current
deacons see the harm in this and are in the process of making changes to the church constitution
to empower both the pastors and lay leaders to lead without micro-management. The CHAMPS
method was able to help this church, entrenched in historical bondage, to neutralize positions of
power, and open up lines of communication that had never before existed. In fact, one member
commented during the collaborative workshop that this was the first time they were ever allowed
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to say or suggest anything about the problems that had been going on for years and years. The
CHAMPS process immediately promotes church health by inviting, including, and valuing the
entire body. This process instantaneously leads to a church-wide awareness of both the strengths
and weaknesses. It also provides the leadership with creative solutions and it gives the body
ownership of the health of the church. Through this process, the church body is more likely to
get involved in helping solve present and future challenges and help break the bondage of the
past.
Just as determining physical health is contingent on measuring vital signs, so also is
determining the health of a church contingent on measuring the vital signs of the church. The
CHAMPS process is a great way to measure these six vital signs of church health. One critical
vital sign that often goes unmeasured with any effectiveness is prayer. As has been shown in
chapter II, there is nothing God does outside of prayer. In fact, in a survey done to discover why
churches succeed, it was discovered that those who have success are ones strong in prayer.
“Healthy churches that are growing in Christ have prayer as a primary focus from the pulpit to
the boardroom to their personal lives.” 13 Prayer is a vital component to determining the future of
the church. The majority of pastors surveyed for this thesis project agreed that their church had
specific times of prayer seeking God’s direction for the future of the church. Of those surveyed,
72% agreed or strongly agree with the statement, “Our church has specific prayer times to seek
God’s direction for the future of the church.” This is contrasted by 6% who were undecided, 21%
disagreed, and 1% strongly disagreed with that statement. If a church is going to become healthy
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and unleash the power of God both in the church and out into the community, prayer must be a
healthy function of the church.

SBCV Survey Question 1

Once again, the CHAMPS process identifies the strengths and weaknesses of this vital
area of church health. More than that, it helps the church strengthen this vital sign by informing
the members about the condition of health in this area and inviting them to present ideas for
improvement. Many times the lacking component for success in this area is a personal
understanding of the members. Just as the knowledge that one’s blood pressure is too high from
poor physical fitness can motivate one to exercise, so can the knowledge of poor health from
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lack of prayer precipitate change. People know they need to exercise but often need to be taught
exactly how. In a similar way, people know they need to pray and yet they need to be taught how
to pray.
The problem in many churches is that they have no desire to change the way they have
prayed for the last 50 years. Prayer services have become so ineffective that many of them have
become extinct. The CHAMPS survey measures the health of the church in this area from data
collected from members themselves. When presented with this data through the collaborative
workshop, the potential for positive change is within grasp. When even a few lay leaders catch a
vision of what could be, a vibrant prayer ministry is only steps away from becoming a reality.
Pastors would agree that prayer is essential and yet in many churches it is lacking. The
CHAMPS process is a great tool to effectively measure this vital sign of church health and move
the church forward to implementing a prayer ministry that will unleash the power of God.
Another vital sign of church health is ministry. Ministry is not limited to ministering to
those within the body but especially to the outside community. In fulfilling this Biblical mandate,
it is easy for churches to drift toward complexity. It is easy to become inwardly focused and to
cease reaching the community. However, the lifeblood of the church is in reaching the lost with
the Gospel of Christ. The willingness of the body to reach out to the community is a strong
indicator of church health. Churches who become so inwardly focused that they have little to no
desire to reach the community become unhealthy “Holy Huddles” and “Pharisaical Factories.”
Fortunately, it was a joy to discover from the research for this thesis that the majority of the
pastors surveyed indicated their churches have a heart to reach the community with the Gospel of
Christ. When asked to respond to the statement, “People in our church have a heart to reach the
community with the Gospel,” 80% agreed and strongly agreed with that statement. There were
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14 % who were undecided about that while 5% disagreed and 1% strongly disagreed. This is an
essential ingredient for the future of the church. With the desire to reach the community often
comes the willingness to change the forms and expressions of the Biblical mandates in order to
reach the community with the Gospel of Christ.

SBCV Survey Question 4

In this writer’s opinion, the future of the church rests largely upon evangelism; therefore'
measurement of this vital area of church health is an absolute must. In researching churches who
succeed, it was discovered that those “healthy churches that are growing in Christ, have effective
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evangelism, stewardship, and discipleship.” 14 As has been indicated above, evangelism is the
lifeline of the church. The answer to many of the problems the church faces is in the harvest. As
is the case with the physical body, so it is with the church. Healthy cells grow and divide and
reproduce themselves. To have a church that is not reproducing itself through cell division and
reproduction is to have an unhealthy church.
The CHAMPS process is one of many tools to help a church measure the area of
evangelism. However, one of the unique things about the CHAMPS process is the involvement
of the body to help creatively solve the problem. One of the greatest things about this process is
that after people have come up with suggestions, they place those suggestions on large 3’ x 4’
sheets of paper which are placed all around the fellowship hall or sanctuary. Then the entire body
is invited to prayerfully walk by each sheet and ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to them further ideas
to help move the church forward in each area. In addition to this, they are asked, what would you
be willing to do in these areas? They place their responses on sticky notes and adhere them to the
large sheets. Therefore, rather than simply identifying an area of weakness, this process
immediately comes up with potential solutions and invites the entire body to respond. The result
is the identification of those who would be willing to get more involved in moving the church
forward.
It is interesting that of these pastors surveyed for this thesis, only 50% indicated that their
church is in fact reaching their community with the Gospel. When asked to respond to the
statement, “Our church is reaching and transforming the surrounding culture with the Gospel of
Christ,” 4 strongly agreed and 46 agreed. However, 24 were uncertain, another 24 disagreed and
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2 strongly disagreed. Although 50% are indeed having an impact on the community with the
Gospel, the remaining 50% are either unsure or know that they are not. If the lifeline of the
church is evangelism and nothing changes, these churches in the latter 50% are in danger of
becoming unhealthy.

SBCV Survey Question 6

Although pastors overwhelmingly agreed that their church has a heart to reach the
community and half indicated they were reaching the community with the Gospel, they also
largely indicated that their growth is not coming through evangelism but rather through transfer
growth. When asked to respond to the statement, “Our church grows mostly by transfer growth,”
8 strongly agree, 43 agree, while 19 were undecided. Only 25 said they disagreed and 5 strongly
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disagreed. If 70% of the churches who responded to this survey are either uncertain or agree that
their church grows mostly through transfer growth, then it stands to reason that evangelism is an
area for improvement. Here in lies the problem for many churches. They feel on the one hand
that they are doing an effective job reaching the community with the Gospel. Yet on the other
hand when asked how they grow, most indicate that they grow mostly through transfers and

SBCV Survey Question 5

therefore are not in fact reaching the community as well as thought they thought they were.
A vision and plan are necessary to move a group of people forward. “Healthy churches
that are growing in Christ have a well thought out, biblically empowered vision and mission
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statement.” 15 If the leaders are going to succeed in leading the church into the future, a Biblical
vision is absolutely necessary. “When I hear church leaders complaining that their people won’t
change, I always say, “Before we talk about your ‘people,’ let’s talk about your vision…In 100
percent of the cases, the leaders who can’t get their people to change can’t articulate their visions
either.” 16 An executable plan is necessary to reach the rapidly changing cultures local churches
are attempting to reach. Those pastors surveyed for this thesis largely agreed with this. When
asked to respond to the following statement, “We have a defined plan for reaching our
community,” 21% strongly agreed, 42% agreed that they have such a plan. When there is no
defined plan to move forward in the six areas of worship, evangelism, discipleship, prayer
ministry, and fellowship, it is impossible to measure one’s progress. Of those surveyed, 15%
were undecided about having a defined plan while 19% disagreed and 3% strongly disagreed that
they have such a plan. This is a recipe for failure! Measuring tools need to be presented to church
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SBCV Survey Question 2

leaders to assist them in coming up with a plan to move forward. Rather than simply having a
consultant come in, do a survey, and go over it with the church leadership, the CHAMPS process
does so much more. The church consultants make a commitment to walk with the church through
the entire process. It is not simply a one-weekend event. CHAMPS not only informs leaders, it
establishes communication with the body, and it involves and mobilizes the them, and in many
ways creates accountability between the congregation and the leadership propelling them
forward to church health. Without a defined plan to reach the surrounding community with the
Gospel of Christ, success is left to chance. If a doctor were to inform a patient that they needed
to make some significant changes to get healthy and gave no specifics on what or how to change,
the level of success would be encumbered. In a similar way, informing a church of their need to
change without any specific plan for getting healthy will lead to unproductivity.
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The process of improving health can often be a difficult one because it involves
recognizing differences between generations and is ultimately achieved through change. “Older
members sometimes mistakenly assume that the differences between themselves and younger
generations are merely a matter of ‘maturity’ that will eventually be resolved and thus do not
require significant changes.” 17 However, change is necessary and difficult because it requires
breaking old habits, and leaving behind the comfort of doing things the same way they have been
done for years. In some cases, it means turning away from tried and trued traditions of old, and
this often just does not feel right, resulting in personal inner conflict. This can then lead to
conflict within the church and if not handled right, can impinge any future growth. One of the
surprising findings of this research was the lack of conflict within churches on how to move into
the future. Of the pastors surveyed, 37% disagreed with the statement, “There is conflict within
our church about how to move into the future.” Another 22% strongly disagreed with that
statement. What a blessing to know that so many churches are not experiencing conflict about
how to move forward into the future. However, at the same time, 8% were undecided, 22%
agreed and 2% strongly agreed that there was conflict about how to move forward. With 32%
convinced of or unsure if there is conflict about how to move forward, the potential for digressed
health is looming in the background. Although conflict is a natural part of change, having some
means to minimize conflict is incredibly helpful because conflict is one of the biggest factors that
cause people to leave church. In a survey of 3,348 people who felt forced to leave their previous
church, sixty-one percent of people (2,039) left their last church because of a conflict with
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another member resulting from gossip or strife that would not stop, was not true, or was not

SBCV Survey Question 3
properly dealt with.” 18 Conflict destroys health if not handled properly, and tools for preventing
and handling conflict are invaluable for the churches to become and remain healthy.
Although this writer had been blessed with conflict resolution training through his days
on staff with Campus Crusade for Christ, no such proactive church-wide tool for the prevention
of and maintenance of conflict was known of at the time. It was as though he was blindly
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stepping into the future and along the way became a magnet for the shrapnel left over from
historical mess that he had inherited. At each turn there was more conflict. He was continually
putting out fires, involved in conflict resolution between members, and all the while discovering
the consequences of mistakes made in the past. Over the first year serving this church, not only
was the health of the church decreasing, so was his. Although it happened slowly, his well-being
went from great levels of physical fitness to such poor physical health that the doctors could not
figure out what was wrong. It is no wonder why so many pastors leave the ministry. Of a group
of 1,050 pastors surveyed at a pastor’s convention in southern California,
Every one of them had a close associate or seminary buddy who had left the ministry
because of burnout, conflict in their church, or from a moral failure. Nine hundred fortyeight (90%) of pastors stated they are frequently fatigued, and worn out on a weekly and
even daily basis (did not say burned out). Nine hundred thirty-five, (89%) of the pastors
we surveyed also considered leaving the ministry at one time. Five hundred ninety, (57%)
said they would leave if they had a better place to go-including secular work. Eight
hundred two (71%) of pastors stated they were burned out, and they battle depression
beyond fatigue on a weekly and even a daily basis. Eight hundred eight (77%) of the
pastors we surveyed felt they did not have a good marriage! Two hundred forty-one (23%)
of the pastors we surveyed said they felt happy and content on a regular basis with who
they are in Christ, in their church, and in their home! 19
There is no question that ministry will take a toll on pastors and their families. This is all the
more reason to equip both young and seasoned pastors with tools to accelerate church health
while at the same time minimize the potential damage to their own health. Just as effective
medical measurements give strength, endurance, and hope for cancer patients to endure the
strenuous difficulties of their treatment, so do effective church health measurement tools provide
strength, endurance, and hope for the kind of healthy church that Christ laid down His life for.
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The CHAMPS process is such a tool that can save time and heartache as well as preserve
careers and promote church-wide health. It does all of this in a rather short period of time that
negates many of the issues that can lead to failure. It only took this writer a few months to figure
out there were significant challenges that needed to be addressed. However, it has taken 5 more
painstakingly long years attempting to convince the church. Some had ignored the problems for
so long that any mention of the problem brought back too many hurtful memories that they were
incapacitated to promote change, while others had totally given up on any hope for a better
future. The CHAMPS process changed all of this. Not only did it give people a means to express
their opinions, it collected their true impressions of the health of the church. Where the very
mention of historical issues initiated conflict in the past, the CHAMPS process facilitated healthy
change in a very short time frame. Again for the first time in the history of this church, the body
was given an opportunity to participate in solving the very problems that have stunted the growth
of this church for years.
Effective tools for evaluation are crucial to determine the health of a church. In fact,
when asked if they would like more information about such a tool, many indicated they would be
interested in receiving more information. Responding to the statement, “I would be interested in
receiving more information about such a survey,” 7% strongly agreed and 37% agreed. 38%
were undecided about receiving more information while 14% disagreed with the statement and 4
strongly disagreed.
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SBCV Survey Question 10

Having 38% who were unsure if they would like more information about a measuring tool and
18% who definitely were not interested in such a tool, leaves this writer wondering why and if
there is a correlation of the level of church health they have. Perhaps they already have an
effective tool that is working for them. If however, on the other hand they are not interested in
any such evaluative tool, there is the danger of a disconnect between leadership and members
that can lead to poor health. Through research conducted from churches that failed and what
those pastors and congregants thought was important for their church to move forward, it was
discovered that “there seemed to be a disconnect in what the people wanted and what they
received from their leadership and what the Bible calls us to, which led to the dysfunctions and
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breakdowns, then led them to leave, and then caused the church to fail.” 20 Once again there is a
critical need for a tool to make this connection and avoid many of the problems that lead to poor
health and ultimately church failures. State and national conventions would do well to invest in
the implementation of such tools and make them readily known and available to their churches.
One pastor, who responded to the survey, expressed his frustration with the Southern
Baptist Convention who in his opinion, put most of its resources into church plants. He conveyed
that his church was hurting as a result of church plants in his area, enticing members from his
church. He expressed that these young pastors see the church as an organization to grow and that
by growth they receive support. He expressed his opinion that it was seen as a business not as a
way to transform a community, and that he has experienced the worst side of church planting.
He believes that the SBC focus on church planting causes existing churches to suffer. Although
the SBC does in fact put resources into church plants, it also places quite an emphasis on the
revitalization of existing churches. Having said that, if existing churches are not willing to
change and they continue to hold on to the traditions of old, then as has clearly been shown,
people will leave the church. If the church leadership is not willing to train future leaders and
hand off the reigns of leadership to younger leaders, then these future leaders will simply leave
and go to churches where they are valued and where they are being asked to serve.
At times, frustration that arises within churches is self-induced, placing too much
emphasis on the forms rather than on the mandates given to the church. Sometimes, the church
forgets that part of disciple-making means handing over the reigns to qualified leaders. Paul did
an incredible job of this passing the baton to young, qualified leaders. However, in many
20

Dr. Richard J. Krejcir, “Statistics on Why Churches Fail,” Francis A Schaeffer Institute of Church
Leadership, February 18, 2014,
http://www.intothyword.org/apps/articles/default.asp?articleid=35969&columnid=3958 (accessed February 18,
2014).

89
churches today, an examination of their leadership is void of young leaders serving or being
groomed for leadership. “Within the local church, Boomers rule the roost. Today, 61% of
Protestant Senior Pastors are from the Boomer generation. Among the current lay leaders, 58%
are Boomers.” 21 Boomers “even in their retirement years, continue to tighten their grip on their
positions of influence.” 22 This is not helping the church move forward as “these elders tend to
have an authoritarian approach to leadership and use bureaucratic structures to enforce their own
style on the rest of the church, relying on positional authority and claims of biblical truths, rather
than on relationships and winning people over to their way of thinking.” 23 The future of the
church is contingent on training up young leaders and passing the reigns of leadership over to
them. Therefore, here are four suggestions for current Boomer leadership. “First, Boomers have
to graciously and joyously let go of the reigns. Second, let’s use our world-class giftedness to
create a plan for the transition. Third, we must allow – and even encourage – the emergence of
new models of ministry that either improve or replace what we introduced and nurtured. Finally,
spend hours of time in prayer to honestly seek God’s guidance in this transitional time.” 24
If future leaders are not being raised up and invited to serve, they will simply slip away
and the future health of the church in America will continue to deteriorate to levels no one
desires. Younger generations will leave and go to younger church plants where they are being
invited to serve, or worse, will cease going to church all together. The CHAMPS process helps
find these future leaders and instantaneously involve them in moving the church forward.
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Through the careful perception at the collaborative workshop, church leaders can easily identify
potential leaders. Then these future leaders can be invited further into the process, be trained to
serve, and be given the blessing of the church leadership to serve. This is an incredible tool to
train all leaders on gathering valuable data, come up with a plan, identify leaders, and involve
those leaders with coming up with solutions for the church to move forward. This includes
getting involved in serving the body through their giftedness. It also is an incredible tool for
older pastors to mentor and train younger pastors and walk alongside them as they grow in their
leadership.
The tool is beneficial for all leadership styles. Some leaders are so visionary that they fail
to see the details, while others are so detailed oriented that they fail to see the big picture. This
model uses the strengths of both leadership styles and helps to come up with a plan and stay on
track. It is a wonderful means to get a staff team on the same picture and moving the church
forward on a unified front. One of the best parts of this evaluative tool is the continued
measurement of church health. No longer is church health determined by the subjective
evaluation of a few. Now concrete data collected from the body is used to measure health and
evaluate strengths and determine what weaknesses need attention.

CHAPTER IV
A CHURCH OF IRRESISTIBLE INFLUENCE

Light of the World
The church has been commanded in Matthew 5:16 to let their light so shine before men
that when they see their good deeds they will glorify God in Heaven. The church is to be the
light of the world, a city on a hill whose brightness can be seen for miles and miles in every
direction so those caught in the darkness can find their way to the light. The way the church
keeps that light the brightest is through living out the Biblical mandates by engaging present day
culture in way that is captivating. Although it may be beneficial to have a visible light within
each church that measured their current level of brightness in the community, as has already been
shown, the light does not dim over night. It is a slow fade and often goes unrecognized. To
complicate matters, those lost in the darkness are already visually impaired. It is as though they
are wearing sunglasses in the darkness, or as 2 Corinthians 3:14-16 says, they have veils over
their hearts and any light looks even dimmer than it is. Therefore, the light of the church must be
even brighter to penetrate the darkened veil that covers the hardened hearts.
When it comes to dimming light, there are a few reasons why electrical lights dim. One
reason is because of an overload on a circuit that drops the voltage, leading to a decrease in
brightness. Another reason can be that a particular device or circuit is not properly grounded.
This short-circuits the system breaking the flow of electricity to the bulb. Other times the reason
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for dimming bulbs is even simpler resulting in the bulb itself not be completely tightened to the
fixture.
In a similar way, the brightness of the church may be related to each of these three
problems. The source of power for the church comes from the Holy Spirit and Him alone. If a
church is not connected to the Holy Spirit, then dimming will occur. The Word of God grounds
the church completing the circuit. God’s Word is the means to determine sin that so easily
entangles us and unplugs or shorts-out the circuit. The Word directs, guides, and gives the church
the guidance needed to remain at peak brightness. If the church is not connected to the Holy
Spirit, if they are not grounded in the Word, dimming will occur. However, there is one more
thing. Even though they may be connected to the Holy Spirit and grounded to the Word, they
must be unified. The church unified as one body in Christ is like a halogen bulb, completely
tightened, grounded, and connected to the power source enabling it to burn at its brightest.
In the case of the country church where this pastor came to serve, all three aspects of
dimming could be observed. As with many churches, the dimming had occurred so slowly over
time that the decrease of brightness went undetected. To begin with, there was no overarching
vision to help keep the church focused. This resulted in getting involved in so many different
ministries that drained the energy source and over time their light became dim. Just as the energy
required by a major appliance will cause lights to dim when it draws power, this church
undertook major ministries that dimmed the light of the church. To add to this problem, not only
was there no overall vision to keep them on track, but there was no organizational structure to
keep leaders unified. Each passing decision was like unscrewing the bulb a little more,
eventually leading to short-circuiting the power of God. They had unplugged themselves from
the source of power and were relying on power from individuals. They were not one unified
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body working together. Clashes in personalities, historical dysfunction, and conflicting
ministries led to severe short-circuits and eventually serious fires that threatened to destroy the
church from within its own walls.
One summer afternoon will forever be seared into this writer’s memory when an awful
smell engulfed the entire house. A short while before, the lights had blinked, dimmed, and
flickered all of which was blamed on the air conditioner cycling on. However, in addition to the
lights flickering, some of the switches in the house were not working properly. In the meanwhile,
the faint smell of something burning became noticeable. Yet nothing could be found. Although
some switches were still not working right, the lights seemed to be working just fine and that
faint smell was reasoned away. The next time the air conditioner cycled on, everything happened
again only this time the odor began to overtake the house. As the search commenced for the
source of the smell, no smoke was visible. Although one sense was indicating a serious problem,
other senses could find no proof. And yet there was serious danger lurking within the walls of
that house. The smell continued to escalate and there was no doubt there was a fire somewhere,
but there was still no visible evidence. By the time the fire trucks got there, the only thing that
indicated a problem was the unmistakable stench of burning wires. There was still no sign of
smoke, but to the trained professional there was plenty of evidence pointing to a serious
electrical fire. The warning signs were all there. The lights had dimmed and flickered. Switches
malfunctioned and there was even the smell of something burning. If the fuse in the old panel
had blown, the fire could have been prevented. It turns out that there was simply too much wired
to one circuit and the overload of the air conditioner combined with a faulty fuse caused a fire. It
began at that fuse, backtracked through the wires and began to burn completely undetected
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within the walls of the house. Yet there was the unmistakable smell of an electrical fire burning
within the walls.
In a similar way, there are short-circuits leading to fires burning within the walls of many
churches today and still more on the brink of ignition. If these short-circuits and fires go
undetected for too long, the damage they produce may lead many of these plateaued and
declining churches to their death. All of the warning signs will be present. However, if nothing is
done to fix the circuit, these fires will continue to burn within leaving destruction in their path.
This writer will never forget the stench of that electrical fire. Every time he smells the burning of
wires he is taken back to that eventful summer when his family was evicted from their house
because of a simple short-circuit and faulty fuse that could have been easily prevented.
Many churches are burning today. However, they are not burning as bright bulbs
connected through unity and the Holy Spirit; they are burning from short-circuits. What is
burning within the church today is not the sweet smelling fragrance of burning of incense offered
up to God through worship. It is more like the unmistakable stench of an electrical fire. Far too
many churches are about to be evicted because of a fire that could have been prevented. Worse
than that, the destruction these fires will cause will wound many in the body of Christ, leaving
scars they will carry forever. A city on a hill burning bright, or ashes in a heap bringing attention
for all the wrong reasons, the choice is up to each local body of believers.
In the case of the small church this writer led, the fires had been burning within the walls
for years. There were short-circuits all around and yet the stench had been so camouflaged that
the most of the body was unaware of what was taking place. Others either gave up attempting to
fix the problems or chose to completely ignore it. As the ministries continued to grow and drain
valuable power needed by the rest of the church, they slowly ungrounded themselves from the
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Word of God. This short-circuiting was very subtle and began with the utmost of intentions.
However, these new ministries were created for the main purpose of protecting church children
from the world and were camouflaged with just enough “outreach” to look like great ministries
reaching out into the community. Subsequently, with each little decision, they covered their light
under a bushel. The warning signs were all there. The short-circuits, drops in power, and not
being tightened into the source of power were all evidenced within this local church.
The fires had been burning within this church for years. There was a serious lack of unity
as competing circuits divided the church. The church had lost its focus on reaching the
community with the Gospel of Christ. It had overemphasized some and neglected others of the
Biblical mandates, all for the sake of protecting themselves from the world. Without knowing it,
they had become a Pharisaical Factory in other words all they were doing was producing
Christians who were growing in knowledge only and were not using that knowledge to make
disciples. With each sequential decision the light became dimmer, and dimmer, and dimmer,
until the community could see little to no light at all.
Complicating matters was the fact that the church had not only lost its saltiness, it had
become a putrid taste within the community. Even though the church had not noticed the stench
from the fire burning within, the community sure could and had formed an opinion of the church
that would take years to change. The problem was the church thought they were doing a
wonderful thing and had no idea they had drifted away. Their light had dimmed so much within
the community that few, if any, of the unchurched in the area wanted anything to do with the
church. Exasperating the problem was the fact that through the eyes of the Christian community,
the light of the church was brighter than it had ever been. Even the state convention showcased
the ministries of this small country church. Yet, the unchurched in the county wanted nothing to
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do with the church, proving that the light was not drawing people out of the darkness; it was just
drawing other Christians.
Jesus’ comments in Matthew 15 to the Pharisees applied to this church. Just as the
Pharisees had broken the law of God to keep their traditions alive, in a similar way, this church
had done the same. In order to keep their “Pharisaical Factory,” which by this time had grown
into a “Pharisaical Fortress,” they had sinned against God to keep their traditions alive.
Motivations for ministries were driven by protection from the world. Although outreach was
present, unless someone fit a predetermined mold, they were not welcome at the church or in its
programs. This church had become just like the Pharisees, breaking the laws of God to keep their
traditions. Their light was barely visible in the community. The only disciples they were making
were they ones they birthed physically. They were simply producing Pharisees from within.
They had confused God’s kingdom with theirs and had substituted worshiping God almighty for
the advancement of their programs. Expanding the kingdom of God had become confused with
the expansion of their kingdom. They had drifted far away from one, unified body, whose loving
one another would let the world know they were Christ’s disciples. The light had become so dim
that the world could not detect it. The fires that burnt within the walls of this church eventually
caused great devastation, and the journey out of the ashes for this small country church was a
long difficult one that could have easily been prevented.
Sadly, many churches have similar fires burning within their walls and yet they are
clueless because they, like this little country church, have no means of early detection. Their only
warning sign will be when the flames burst through the walls. Therefore, the remainder of this
chapter will propose a method to help church leaders detect short-circuits before the fires begin,
preventing devastating damage. At the same time, for those churches that find themselves
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attempting to survive the ashes, there is hope. This same strategy can help any church move
forward and take back the ground the enemy has burned. It can help to regenerate unity and get
the body back on track to becoming a church of irresistible influence, a city on the hill drawing
people out of the darkness and toward the light.
Therefore, if the church is going to become a church of irresistible influence and have an
impact on changing the surrounding culture, it must first examine, and if necessary, change the
culture within. As has been seen, the state of the American church is not what it should be. The
church is having difficulty reaching the younger generations within the church and an
increasingly difficult time reaching the unchurched. The model has already been presented in the
Bible through the Biblical Mandates. Yet the culture within many churches is stuck in a rut much
like the Pharisees were. They, like the Pharisees, are bound to their traditions and those traditions
have immobilized them from change. Thus, to become a church of irresistible influence, there
are internal cultural modifications that need to be created within the church.

Create a Culture of Confession
The first place for a church to start is to create a culture of confession. The reason many
churches are where they are today is because of sin, sin of the church as a whole, personal sins of
individuals, and the sins of previous generations. The example of Nehemiah is a great one for the
church to imitate. When Nehemiah discovered the state of the people living in Jerusalem, his
heart was heavy as he wept over the remnant in Jerusalem and the condition they were in. The
first place he went was before the throne of God in prayer and confession. Likewise, the first
place for the church to start, if they want to become a church of irresistible influence, is to weep
over the current state of the church. Much like the remnant in Jerusalem, the walls were down,
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the people unorganized and scattered while the enemy was having their way. Nehemiah was 800
miles away and his response was one of weeping. As he entered into the presence of God
almighty, he began to confess sin. He confessed his own, his family’s, and the nation’s sin. He
recognized the result and devastation of sin. Then he remembered the promise of God, “but if
you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the farthest
horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for
my Name.” 1 Nehemiah began in his own heart with confession, but as the book of Nehemiah
shows, he also created a culture of confession within Jerusalem. In chapter 9 the whole remnant
was confessing their sins. “They stood in their places and confessed their sins and the sins of
their ancestors. They stood where they were and read from the Book of the Law of the LORD
their God for a quarter of the day, and spent another quarter in confession and in worshiping the
LORD their God.” 2
In a similar way, if a church desires to become a church of irresistible influence with a
light that pierces the darkness, they must begin by realizing how much sin dims the light. Just as
with the Israelites, their confession must come from the conviction of the Word of God. Being
grounded in the Word of God sets the stage for conviction, and this conviction must be followed
with confession. Therefore, following the example of Nehemiah and creating a culture of
confession must be accomplished if a church is going to become that city on the hill piercing the
darkness with the light of the Gospel. Just as with the example of Nehemiah, a culture of
confession starts with the leader, then spreads to his leadership and contagiously affects the
people.
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Although some leaders may want to jump right to having the church confess breaking the
Biblical mandates, it is better to search one’s own heart first (Matthew 7:3-5). Nehemiah began
with his own sin, and then moved to the sin of his family before continuing to the sin of the
nation. This is a great pattern for leaders to follow. Rather than jumping into the sin of the
church, begin with one’s own heart. Only then should they lead others to do the same. The
creation of a culture of confession begins with the leaders and then spills over onto the rest of the
body. When God begins to set captives free, miraculous things happen as the chains of bondage
are broken free. It is the job of the Holy Spirit to set people free. A culture of confession will set
the stage allowing the Holy Spirit to melt hearts of stone and open the eyes of the body to see the
very things He desires to transform within them.

Create a Culture of Change
In addition to a culture of confession, a culture of change is needed within the church to
move forward to becoming a church of irresistible influence. After all, the church worships a
changeless God of change, a God who is transforming each member of the body into His
likeness. When Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, he immediately spent days alone with this
changeless God of change. During that time he listened to the plans God had for Jerusalem. One
thing was certain; in order to become the nation God desired them to be, change needed to take
place. It started with the rebuilding of the walls, but it continued in chapter 9 & 10 in the
transformation of the hearts of the people as they made a covenant with God to keep His laws. If
the church today is going to become a church of irresistible influence, spiritual leaders must
understand the concept of a culture of change. “A spiritual leader, no matter how gifted or
qualified, has not led unless people have shifted to God’s agenda. How do spiritual leaders
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accomplish this? First they need to know what God’s agenda is. Spiritual leaders must take very
seriously the weighty responsibility of learning to hear from God themselves before they can
hope to equip others to do so. In this regard, the first thing leaders should do is, sadly, the last
thing many leaders actually do. The single most important thing leaders should do is pray.” 3 If
the church today is obeying the mandates of God for the church and is being transformed into the
image of Christ, change will be evident. “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s
glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the
Lord, who is the Spirit.” 4
Therefore, church leaders must work to create a culture of change, starting with a
theology of change. The Bible clearly teaches that those who are sons and daughters of Christ
will be transformed into His image, meaning that a large part of the Christian journey results in
change. If Christians are being transformed into the image of God, then change is taking place.
Not only is this transformation evident in each individual believer, but also it will overflow to the
church as a whole. The body of Christ needs to be taught from Scripture that change is a natural
part of the Christian journey. They must learn that to cease changing is an indication of
something hindering the work of Christ in the church, and therefore the culture of confession
must take back over. While Pharisaical traditions hamper spiritual transformation, sin stops it all
together. Jesus spoke harshly about such traditions that were hindering obedience. Thus, if Jesus
addressed this issue in His day, how much more so must the church examine present traditions?
Evaluating current traditions to determine if they are hindering obedience to God or if they are
facilitating spiritual transformation is necessary to become a church of irresistible influence.
Henry T. Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Spiritual Leadership : Moving People on to God’s Agenda
(Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2001), 148.
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Maintaining the statue quo usually leads toward becoming more of a Pharisee than a
disciple of Christ. Charles Chaney, former vice-president of the Southern Baptist Home Mission
Board, is right when he says, “America will not be won to Christ by establishing more churches
like the vast majority we now have.” 5 To reach the lost and dying world surrounding the church,
the mandates must be obeyed, but the forms they take must change. The effectiveness of many
churches today has plummeted. Michael B. Regele, cofounder of Precept Group Inc., an
organization that has developed congregational profiles for nearly 20,000 churches, says, “I
believe its time to confess that our strategies have not worked. Church leaders are working
harder and harder for fewer positive results.” 6 The church can no longer stand still and act as if
everything is all right. Their current outdated models are not working. To do nothing at all, or
worse yet, to demand that the ineffective traditions of old remain the same, is sin. It is no
different than the Pharisees who broke the law of God to maintain their traditions.
Unfortunately, too many churches have lost sight of their mission. Instead of being
focused on being the light of he world, “Churches are preoccupied with themselves, their
routines, facilities, and filling their buildings for performances.” 7 The have lost focus of the
Biblical mandates. They have ignored this biblical concept of change, and if ignored for too long,
this will cost the church greatly.
“We as church leaders must understand the same principle: the very life of the church is
intertwined with a recognition of the times. I am fearful that by clinging to what is
cherished or what seems successful, many pastors and/or their church boards refuse to
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embrace what is vital. The loss is predictable, tragically comic, and overwhelming—the
church ceases being an influence on society. Our salt becomes tasteless, our light hidden” 8
What the world desires is something real, some tangible thing that lets them know that the
message of the church is worth it.
“Without practically attractive, spiritually compelling, proof-positive lifestyles, what good
are our claims and pronouncements about a life-changing God? If we can’t out live the
world at every point—in our marriage, with our children, at work, with money, in our
relationships, in the use of our time—why dare to speak of salvation and the abundant life?
Incarnation of the word must precede and empower to proclamation of the Word.” 9
To become a church of irresistible influence, a culture of change is an absolute necessity. The
only unchanging aspect of the church is the biblical mandates. The way those mandates are lived
out must change as the culture changes so that the world will be captivated by the light of the
Gospel shining through the lives of the members of the body.

Create a Culture of Consent
After a culture of confession and a culture of change have been created, next is a culture
of consent. In other words, a culture where church leaders bless others with consent and
empower them to lead. Once again Nehemiah is a great example. Once the walls were rebuilt he
delegated responsibility to his brother Hanani and Hananiah the commander of the citadel. He
empowered them to recruit other leaders and sanctioned them with various jobs to organize,
protect, and help Jerusalem become the City on the Hill God intended. Such empowerment is
essential for a church to shine bright and become a church of irresistible influence. The creation
of this culture will set a church up for immediate success well into the future. If the church is
going to survive, future leaders must be developed. Jesus modeled this for the church. He knew
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that He was not going to be on earth very long and that he needed to pour into faithful leaders
who would carry out His work after He was gone. Paul also modeled this concept as he poured
into the faithful leaders of the local churches he mentored “And the things you have heard me
say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach
others.” 10 For a church to move forward and obey the biblical mandates, this is a key part of
continuing the process. Pouring into future leaders by teaching those who are qualified is the
lifeline for the future success of the church. If church leaders today were only able to remain at
their church for the limited amounts of time Paul was, how well would the church survive?
Would they be prepared for success because leaders were trained and ready to lead? Real leaders
create leaders whom they develop and empower to lead. “Society has changed. Modern leaders
cannot and should not do all the thinking for their organizations. New leaders cannot simply
arrive at an organization and begin imposing their preset goals and agendas. It is critical that
today’s leaders develop their personnel in order to build healthy organizations.” 11 For the church
to succeed into the future, leaders must be investing their time into qualified leaders who in turn
are investing into other leaders.

Create a Culture of Commissioning
One of the byproducts of a culture of consent is creating a culture of commissioning.
Once leaders are developed and empowered to lead, they should be commissioned and sent out
10
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to do the work of ministry. Jesus did not command the church to bring the lost to them but to go
out into the world and make disciples. Churches that create a culture of commissioning will
realize the ultimate goal of making disciples is sending them out into the fields ripe for harvest.
Leaders who hoard the ministry themselves hinder the growth and health of the church.
However, those leaders who follow the example of Jesus, and after training, send their leaders
out to serve, promote health and well-being. This will include things like new outreaches, new
ministries, and most importantly new church plants. However, it will always include sending out
workers into the harvest. One sure sign of church health is the empowerment and commissioning
of those trained up within the local church.
When a church creates a culture of change, a culture of empowerment, and a culture of
sending, the universal church grows. When local church leaders understand that they are simply
a part of the entire body of believers world-wide, it opens up a whole new world that the enemy
attempts to shield. It is not about a local church simply getting bigger and bigger and bigger. It is
about the kingdom of God expanding out into the darkness. It is about sending the best leaders
out to continue the work of Jesus. “The greatest sin of the church today is not any sin of
commission or sin of omission but the sin of no mission.” 12 Far too many church leaders have no
mission or their mission is not founded upon the biblical mandates Jesus left for the church. The
church does not belong to the people; the people who make up the church belong to Jesus.
Churches who will shine bright into the future are those who are commissioning leaders to go out
into the harvest fields.
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Create a Culture of Collection
When a church creates a culture of confession, a culture of change, of empowerment, and
sending, the natural byproduct along the way is a culture of collection. Just as Jesus sent His
disciples out to share the Gospel, when spiritual leaders train, equip, and send out their leaders,
fruit will be harvested. Perhaps the best way to determine the health of a church is to look at the
fruit being collected. The difficulty is that with each new generation, the fruit has become more
and more difficult to find. For the Silent and Builder generations, fruit was abundant. All they
needed to do was to go out and pick it off the tree. Anywhere they looked there was fruit.
However, the Boomer generation saw things change in the 70’s. Fruit was not nearly as plentiful.
It was there but it was a little more difficult to get to. All the fruit on the lower branches had been
picked and in the 70’s additional work was needed to gather fruit located on the upper branches,
and there was a great gathering of fruit.
As years have gone by, the fruit has been picked from the tree and there is very little left.
The only remaining fruit is on the ground and ripe fruit is increasingly difficult to find. The
harvester must survey the ground looking for any fruit ready to be harvested. This change in fruit
gathering has posed a challenge for the church. If the church maintains the same harvesting
techniques of the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s, they will become frustrated because there is no fruit left on
the tree. The church is still commanded to gather the harvest but this will require innovative
change. Therefore, if the church is going to collect the harvest, they must create a culture of
collection within their organizational structures. In other words, they must develop some means
of evaluating the effectiveness of the church to be a church of irresistible influence.
Just as a farmer examines his crop each year and compares it with previous years, the
church needs to examine how it is doing in gathering the harvest. The farmer is sensitive to the
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condition of the soil. He is sensitive to the amount of nourishment and rain his crops have
received. He labors hard to gain the best possible harvest he can. Thus, each ministry of the
church should be examined to determine its effectiveness, and adjustments should be made to
increase effectiveness through the examination of the condition of the soil, to the ability of the
soil to receive the nourishment and water being cast upon it so that the harvest can be plentiful.

Create a culture of Examination
This leads to the creation of a culture of examination. Before any significant
transformation can be made, significant thought must go into the process. Positive transformation
does not happen by itself. For example, if one were to see a dear friend for the first time in six
months and it was immediately obvious they had lost a great deal of weight, curiosity would
compel them to ask how they did it. The odds would be astronomically against the individual
saying, ‘well I really don’t know how it happened. It just started coming off without changing a
thing.’ Instead, there would have been some serious thought put into the process of losing that
weight followed by a commitment to that process. In a similar way, the church must be involved
in the careful examination of their effectiveness to reach and transform culture with the Gospel
of Christ. This will require serious thought determining where the church currently is and how
they are going to get where they want to be. To keep doing the same things, expecting different
results, is the very definition of insanity, and yet this is right where many of the churches in
America are today.
As has been discussed in the previous chapter, in the same way one visits a medical
doctor for an annual physical, every church would benefit from some means of yearly
examination. Such an examination would help determine the effectiveness of how they are living
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out each of the Biblical mandates. It is important to remember that the Christian walk is one of
introspection. Just as the Psalmist did, Christians are to invite God to examine them. “Search me,
O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be any grievous
way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!” 13 Christians are also to be introspective.
“

Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that

Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course, you fail the test?”14 They are also to examine their own
works. “But let each one examine his own work, and then he will have rejoicing in himself
alone, and not in another.” 15 Throughout the journey, it is not about pleasing people within the
church but pleasing God. “On the contrary, we speak as men approved by God to be entrusted
with the gospel. We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts.” 16 Examination
is beneficial for both the individual believer as well as the entire body of believers. Everything
within the church should be examined carefully. “But examine everything carefully; hold fast to
that which is good.” 17
The above Scriptures show that examination is a natural part of the Christian journey,
thus a culture of examination is essential for the church to become a church of irresistible
influence. It is through examination that one discovers areas that need further development as
well as the direction God has for them. It is through careful contemplation of God’s Word and
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the examination of one’s heart that true spiritual transformation happens. Nehemiah took time to
prayerfully examine the Scriptures and seek God’s face for the directions God had for both
himself as well as the people of Israel. For a church to become a church of irresistible influence,
they would do well to follow the same pattern.
While a lack of examination will lead to stagnancy and mediocrity, inviting the
Pharisaical tendencies within the church to take root and grow, a careful examination will reveal
the very things that are working, to help the church reach the community for Christ while at the
same time unveil those areas that are dimming the light of the church. Careful examination
provides church leaders with a means of early detection to stop potentially harmful issues from
destroying the church. It provides an opportunity to discover those methods that are producing
fruit as well as those which are no longer productive. Prayerful contemplation of these findings
will allow church leadership to move forward based on concrete data, explaining to the body the
reasons for their decisions, and having confidence before God that they are following what God
is leading them to do.
The church belongs to Christ, and He has promised that the gates of hell would not
prevail against it, He has still entrusted it to the body to be stewards over. He has given specific
non-negotiable and unchanging commands which He expects the church to obey and express in
cultural expressions that will attract people out of the darkness and to His life transforming
Gospel.

CONCLUSION
Therefore in conclusion, the church in America is not what it should be. It is not reaching
the lost with the same effectiveness it once did. It continues to lose its own in record numbers
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and is having a decreasing impact on the surrounding culture. Although the Gospel of Christ has
remained the same, the gap between the church and the surrounding culture has widened. What
has changed is the diminishing health of the church and its ability to adapt to the changes in
climate. In order to be the light of the world, the church must commit to do whatever it takes,
without compromising the biblical mandates, to prepare for and to reap the harvest. Adaptation is
the key to such a harvest. Continuing to hold on to old, ineffective ministry models will lead to a
certain death. Jesus has called His church to be a church of transformation. That transformation
takes place within the lives of each individual believer as well as through them. The church is
called to be the light of the world, and it is time to begin measuring the brightness of that light
within the local church. It is time to implement an evaluative process detecting where the church
is. It is only then that the church will be able to move to where it needs to be.
Without the constant examination of individual hearts followed by true repentance and
confession, it is easy to drift back into the same bondage the Israelites often found themselves in.
The lack of a culture of change within the church makes it easy to become so comfortable that
there is resistance to and even fear of change. Church leaders, who withhold consent and
empowerment of rising leaders, are producing churches that will suffer greatly when those
leaders are gone. Without a culture of commissioning, new works will never get started. Without
a culture of collection, the church will eventually die if no new fruit is gathered. Finally, without
a culture of evaluation, it is easy produce the same Pharisaical hindrances of the past.
Therefore, if a church desires to become a church of irresistible influence, they would do
well to create these cultures within their church. It makes no difference where they currently find
themselves. If they are already a healthy, vibrant church, they can continue to get stronger. If
they have plateaued, declined, or find themselves walking from the ashes, these same biblical
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principles will guide them on the path to becoming the very thing Christ died and rose again
from the grave for them to become: a church of irresistible influence. The mission of the church
has already been determined, while the methods by which that mission is carried out are still to
be determined. Every church must discover the best means to live out the biblical mandates in a
captivating way that is going to attract the lost out of the darkness and toward the light of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Making this journey from cultural ineffectiveness to a church of irresistible influence will
require a lot of hard work. At times, evaluation will be incredibly challenging as decisions are
made to leave behind ineffective methodology for new ones. As each ministry area is examined
difficult questions must be asked such as: “Has worship attendance declined in at least seven of
the past ten years? Has budget giving declined in at least seven of the past ten years? Does my
church look more like the community or less like the community than ten years ago? Are church
conflicts significantly more frequent today than past years? Is your church’s budget decreasing
its focus on reaching and ministering to others beyond the church?” 18
To become a church of irresistible influence, it is absolutely imperative that some means
of evaluation be used. The CHAMPS tool highlighted in this thesis is such a tool. It is not just an
excellent way to gain a baseline of church health, but it is also a means to examine where the
church is every year. It stands above the rest in that it involves the whole body throughout the
process in the collection of data as well in the solution to the challenges the church is facing,
promoting the necessary unity to move forward in becoming a church of irresistible influence.
The church is called to be the light of the world. Be that Light!
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Thom S. Rainer, “Is Your Church Dying: Five Questions To Ask to See If Your Church Is Dying,” Is
Your Church Dying, October 30, 2013, accessed November 27, 2013, http://thomrainer.com/2013/10/30/fivequestions-to-ask-to-see-if-your-church-is-dying/. (accessed November 27, 2013).

APPENDIX A
CHAMPS QUESTIONNAIRE
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1

1

Survey used with permission from the Lawless Group. Any reproduction or use without permission is
prohibited, http://www.thelawlessgroup.com/Content/Default/3/9/0/our-services/church-health-survey.html
(Accessed December 29, 2013).

APPENDIX B

SBCV SURVEY QUESTIONS

1. We have a tool for measuring the health of our church?
2. Our tool is effective.
3. Data collected from our church members in the areas of ministry, evangelism, prayer,
fellowship and doctrine would help us move forward in leading the church?
4. I would be interested in receiving more information about such a survey.
5. Our church is reaching and transforming the surrounding culture with the Gospel of
Christ?
6. Our church has specific prayer times to seek God’s direction for the future of the church.
7. We have a defined plan for reaching our community.
8. There is conflict within our church about how to move into the future.
9. People in our church have a heart to reach the community with the Gospel.
10. Our church grows mostly by transfer growth.
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APPENDIX C
STATISTICS FROM “NONES ON THE RISE”

1

1

“Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation.” All graphs in this appendix are
used with permission from The Pew Research Center http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/
(accessed October 23, 2013).
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APPENDIX D
STATISTICS FROM A DECADE OF CHANGE
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